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INTRODUCTION
In this book I will attempt to trace the history of 
one aspect of art criticism in France during the period 
1819-1840, i.e. the debate on ut pictura poesis. French 
artists and art theorists in general had great faith in 
this theory, which set out to elevate painting to the 
level of poetry and tragedy. History painters depicted 
lofty actions in order to achieve the same seriousness 
and high intellectual level as the writers of tragedy 
and epic poetry. To compete with poets in their ability 
to depict human action and emotion they strove to 
achieve perfect drawing of the human form and practised 
peinture d'expression, the art of painting the outward 
signs of emotion. However, painters and theorists alike 
were aware that painting could never match poetry in its 
portrayal of complicated events and emotions. The nature 
of painting, they knew, was to reproduce the external 
appearance of things and when trying to tell a story the 
artist could only capture one moment. In this moment he 
had to achieve maximum eloquence.
During the first half of the nineteenth century the 
theory of ut pictura poesis still had many adherents 
among artists and critics. However, their struggle to 
maintain it became ever more difficult. Destructive 
currents had been at work since the last quarter of the
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seventeenth century when Roger de Piles drew attention 
to the qualities unique to painting, i.e. colour and 
realism. Artists and art theorists of the eighteenth 
century had tried to harness these qualities for the 
elevated aims of history painting, as Thomas Puttfarken 
(1) has pointed out in an admirable study on the 
theories of Roger de Piles and their influence on later 
generations.
Another eighteenth century development was that the 
balance between tragedy and painting seemed to be 
changing in favour of the latter. Playwrights were no 
longer content to limit themselves to verse, but began 
to experiment with mime and pantomime as bearers of 
expression and effect. The emphasis placed on conveying 
emotion through gesture and facial expression became so 
great that exaggeration seemed to invade art. In France 
the critic Denis Diderot argued for more naturalness in 
both painting and theatre but far more fundamental 
criticism came from Germany.
Winckelmann's writings on antique art revealed its 
beauty of form and simplicity of gesture to the European 
public. His compatriot Lessing also saw in these 
features the main qualities of antique art and mounted 
an attack on the value of ut pictura poesis which would 
have far-reaching consequences. He believed that art 
should turn the handicap of depicting only a single
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moment to its advantage and should seek out not the most 
expressive moment but that containing the greatest 
beauty. Lessing's theory signalled the trend which would 
lead to the complete separation of art and literature, 
and ultimately of art and the depiction of reality.
Although the theories of Winckelmann and Lessing 
were very important for the development of art, 
Lessing's influence in particular was only felt in 
France after the turn of the century. French painters 
and critics made use of Winckelmann's theories to free 
art from the theatricality which had plagued it and to 
give it the naturalness and immediate impact on the 
viewer so obviously lacking in the works of the French 
history painters in the first half of the eighteenth 
century. The great history painter Jacques-Louis David 
was seen by many as the painter best able to put this 
directness, naturalness and elevation back into art.
In a study on Diderot's theories of painting and 
theatre, Michael Fried (2) has described the large debt 
which David owed to these theories. Fried believes the 
key concept of Diderot's theories to be that of 
"absorption", by which he means the way in which 
figures, both on stage and in paintings, should behave 
as if there were no viewer, so as to achieve complete 
naturalness. In a far less convincing article, (3) Fried 
has tried to demonstrate that French painters of the
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late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were wholly 
preoccupied with the unavoidable theatricality of 
painting which depicted a momentary action. My main 
objection to this article is that it presents the 
question of theatricality, which was indeed important 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as a 
problem which occupied the painters of those times. In 
fact it was a concept used mainly by art critics holding 
widely differing views on the art of their day to denote 
equally disparate tendencies in art. Diderot used the 
word theatricality to describe the exaggerated Rococo 
art of his time whilst his opponents used it to describe 
the works of the painter Greuze, whom he greatly 
admired. It was ultimately to play an important part in 
the discussion on history painting's role as an 
expressive medium during the period under review in this 
book. This debate was maintained throughout the 1830's, 
most notably by the two leading critics, Planche and 
Delecluze.
The history of the ut pictura poesis theory, or the 
theory of the relationship between theatre and painting 
as it became in France during the course of the 
eighteenth century, was described by James Rubin (4) for 
the period from 1790 to 1810. During this period we see 
the gradual deterioration of the concept. Critics 
observed that many painters now saw it as a licence for
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simply copying scenes which they had seen in the theatre 
and adopting actor's gestures in their works. The 
theatricality which Diderot had loathed in both painting 
and theatre seemed to return, at least in the works of 
minor painters. Whether the work of David himself, still 
the most important painter of the time, was free from 
theatricality was not easy to decide. His increasing 
interest in the beauty of Greek statues which led him to 
make the figures in his paintings pose like isolated 
actors on stage seemed to suggest so. The dramatic 
action demanded of history painting seemed to give way 
to this new tendency in his work.
Another threat to elevated history painting emerged 
during the period between 1790 and 1810, in the shape of 
growing interest in the realistic depiction of events 
from recent history. Such subjects had always been 
regarded as requiring too much realism to be fit for the 
elevated art of history painting. They should either be 
depicted in the form of allegory, or if shown 
realistically, classed as genre. David's pupil Gros gave 
a new lease of life to history painting through his 
ability to combine elevation and realism in his 
paintings of events from Napoleon's reign. At the same 
time, tragedy was also succumbing to an ever greater 
degree of realism.
During the period which will concern us in this
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book, young painters were embracing the realism 
introduced by Gros, choosing subjects even less elevated
than Napoleonic battles. Their strong humanitarian and
political interests, and the wish to shock and be
noticed, drove them to depict scenes of carnage and
desperation which they had read about in the press. 
However, the suggestion that this trend signalled the 
end of the theory of ut pictura poesis must be refuted. 
The painters themselves and the few critics who dared 
support them saw their work as a protest against the 
lifeless reproduction of antique art, held up as the 
example for them to follow. This copying seemed to them 
to rob French art of the deep, even harrowing emotion 
which they wanted to express. They were highly 
interested in developments then taking place in the 
French theatre, led by their contemporaries who wanted 
to put back the authenticity and expressivity which they 
believed French seventeenth-century tragedy to lack. 
Like playwrights, the painters of the day believed that 
the unities of time, place and action, which had always 
been observed by poets and painters, hampered them in
their search for these expressive qualities. In
discarding the unities they gave a new meaning to the
concept of ut pictura poesis. No longer tied to the
portrayal of only one moment, art could finally compete 
with poetry in the depiction of complicated stories and
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emotions.
Most critics took up a position on the middle 
ground between the desire for expression shown by the 
young painters of the 1820's and the portrayal of 
beautiful form which many now believed David's main 
achievement to have been. Even so, the two sides in this 
discussion of form versus expression could never be 
wholly reconciled. On the contrary, as the nineteenth 
century progressed they seemed to grow ever more 
opposed. On some points they agreed, both rejected the 
shocking and often trite realism of contemporary history 
paintings. Nor did they think that painting should 
solely serve the artist's self-expression, as Theophile 
Gautier and critics in his circle increasingly came to 
believe. They saw a return to the rigid application of 
the unities as the only solution for painting' s 
degeneration. Action should again be centred around a 
protagonist, as most theorists on history painting had 
prescribed in the past, and gestures and facial 
expressions should be correctly drawn in order to be 
intelligible. The question remained whether dramatic 
action and expression, however elevated, could express 
the abstract values with which history painting claimed 
to be preoccupied or whether this purpose was better 
served by simpler images, like the statues of Ancient 
Greece, or the devotional images of later times. Critics
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who still believed in history painting's ability to move 
and elevate its audience tended to criticise David and 
to advocate a return to the theories of Diderot and his 
contemporaries. While Pontus Grate's study (5) on 
Planche answers many questions about the art criticism 
of the Bourbon Restoration and the July Monarchy and the 
critic's position in the debates of the time, he barely 
touches on his adherence to eighteenth-century theory or 
his reasons for this.
Planche contested the views of two older and well- 
respected critics, Quatremere de Quincy and Delecluze, 
who championed a theory of expression in painting which 
was not mimetic but Platonic. They believed that the 
simplicity which Greek art and the religious painting of 
the Italian Renaissance had in common, served as a 
symbolic expression of an abstract religious idea. Not 
surprisingly, they defended Winckelmann and Lessing, and 
David when he emulated Greek art.
In her study on the concept of expression as it 
developed during the Restoration, Marguerite Iknayan (6) 
tackles the problem of mimetic interpretation giving way 
to a Platonic one. However, she does not examine this 
development in relation to the link between theatre and 
painting, which is vital to our understanding of the art 
and theory of this period. Nor does she discuss the 
conflict between advocates of the two different concepts
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of expression during the July Monarchy, when their 
differences were starkly revealed.
I hope that my study will shed new light on the 
views of critics of the period from 1820 to 1840 about 
the validity of the ut pictura poesis theory, and on the 
related issue of expression in art. Since virtually none 
of the critics involved in the debate was able to step 
out of the shadow of David, which still loomed over 
French art long after his exile and his death in 1825, 
we will also gain a new insight into the critical 
appreciation of his works after he had ceased to 
dominate the French art scene in person. After David's 
death, his example was often used by art critics to 
support their views in debates which had in some cases 
not even begun when the painter was still alive. This 
tendency is particularly noticeable in the writings of 
Delecluze, whose interpretations of David's paintings 
and ideas are often considered very accurate because he 
was David's pupil and knew the painter very well. 
However, they were not written down until long after the 
master's death.
I believe that this study will provide an insight 
into the development and vulgarisation of the concept of 
juste milieu which emerged during the Restoration and 
July Monarchy, which has been lacking in recent studies 
on the subject. Albert Boime (7) tried to describe the
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phenomenon of eclectic thinking and the related notion 
of juste milieu. Unfortunately he emphasises only the 
similarities in the thinking of artists and writers in 
the first half of the nineteenth century and neglects 
the debates which led them to take up opposing points of 
view. In Boime's opinion Delacroix and Planche held 
opinions comparable to those of Delavigne and Delaroche, 
the writer and artist who epitomised the juste milieu 
attitude. In truth Planche and Delacroix looked down on 
the work of these contemporaries and countered the 
attempts of Delaroche and Delavigne to reconcile 
tradition and modernity in art with their own work.
Michael Marrinan (8) is mainly interested in the 
development of juste milieu art during the July 
Monarchy. He believes its origins to lie in Louis- 
Philippe's attempts to use history painting for 
political propaganda. For this reason he attacks Boime's 
view that eclecticism and reconciliation are simply 
manifestations of the spirit of the age. Where Boime's 
scope is too broad, however, Marrinan' s is too narrow. 
He neglects both paintings not created to serve the 
political purposes of the July Monarchy and the 
development of the juste milieu concept in art before 
1830.
Francis Haskell (9) questions the use of terms
derived from politics to label attitudes in artistic
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disputes. Reservations may be justified in general but 
it must be said that the art critics who authored the 
concept of juste milieu art also played an important 
part in the development of the political juste milieu. 
This argues strongly that a combination of artistic and 
political aims underlay the development of the juste 
milieu.
Period of Study
It may seem unusual to limit the scope of a 
publication on French art criticism in the first half of
the nineteenth century to the years from 1819 to 1840.
We tend to base our periodization of the history of
French art and art criticism on the succession of
revolutions and regimes which marked French political 
history for the greater part of the nineteenth century 
(1O). The year 1815 would therefore seem a logical 
starting point.
However, the first truly important event in art 
after Napoleon's downfall took place in 1819. This was 
the appearance at that year's Salon of Gericault's The 
Raft of the Medusa, and the bitter disputes which 
ensued. Equally, 1830 and 1848, both years of 
Revolution, would seem suitable milestones for bringing 
this book to a close. My decision to take instead the
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year 1840 therefore needs further explanation.
As I was negotiating a path through the jungle of 
art critical writing in the newspapers and magazines 
which sprang up in France during and after the 
Restoration, I gradually came to discern differences in 
quality between the critics and periodicals and the art 
criticism of certain years. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 
unimportant Salons did not yield inspired art criticism. 
Around 1840, in the middle of Louis-Philippe's reign, 
several successive Salons were seen by the critics as so 
insignificant that they hardly felt the urge to take up 
their pens. At these times, art and art criticism both 
came to a standstill.
During my research I found no evidence of similar 
ebb tides around 1830 or 1848. In the years before 1830 
the struggle for political and artistic freedom led to 
the appearance of extremely important works of art and 
literature, and manifestoes and critical essays of great 
detail and quality. After the Revolution, critics and 
artists alike were disenchanted about the form which the 
liberties they had fought for had taken during Louis- 
Philippe's reign. However, the most perceptive of them 
still illustrated their concerns through important works 
of art and critical essays, some building on the 
achievements of the 1820's and some violently reacting 
to them. We must therefore conclude that the years of
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great political change are indeed of similar importance 
for our understanding of developments in the cultural 
life of France.
Around 1840 even Planche and Delecluze, the 
sharpest of critics, produced hackneyed and uninspired 
essays and no longer felt the need to dwell on questions 
which went beyond the particular work of art in 
question. Only a whole new generation of writers, 
artists and critics (Baudelaire, Courbet, Champfleury, 
Mantz and Thore among them), defending new ideas, 
combined with renewed Revolutionary stirrings could 
produce a minor Renaissance in the 1840's. The first 
signs of new preoccupations emerging during the first 
ten years of the July Monarchy will be discussed in the 
chapter on the 1830's.
The year 1830 appears to have been a turning point 
for the development of French culture in the two decades 
after 1820. Many of these developments lost force around 
1840, while new ideas only gradually replaced them over 
the next ten years.
The critics whose work will occupy us in the final 
two chapters of this book, Planche and Delecluze, were 
active until well after 1840. Whilst apparently clinging 
to outdated principles, they were still occasionally 
capable of contributions to art criticism which showed a 
rare insight. Even so, their great days were over.
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Planche's reputation was based on his critical writings 
from the period 1830-1840, and his conflict with 
Delecluze on the value of mimetic versus Platonic 
expression was also fought out during those years. 
Although Delecluze's most important contribution to art 
criticism, his book Louis David: Son ecole et son temps, 
first appeared in 1855, it was written during the 1830's 
and clearly illustrates Delecluze's point of view in the 
debates of that period.
Sources
The art historian conducting research on the years 
around 1830 is faced with an abundance of source 
material. During this period, a new middle-class reading 
public emerged. In addition to the established 
newspapers, often aimed at a small readership and 
representing a political party, new newspapers catered 
to the needs of the general public. Newspapers like La 
Presse and Le National, both founded during the 1830's, 
tried to keep hold of and enlarge their readership by 
publishing excerpts from exciting novels by well-known 
writers and employing the same authors as art and 
literary critics. Gautier was La Presse's feuilleton 
writer during the greater part of his career and Jules 
Janin was primarily famous for his feuilleton pieces in
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Le Journal des debats.
The space for this and more general comment was 
created by issuing newspapers daily, instead of two or 
three times a week as had still been common during the 
Restoration period, by increasing the number of pages 
and the size of the paper used.
The public's apparent appetite for information on 
cultural developments was also satisfied by fortnightly 
cultural magazines. Of these, L'Artiste and La Revue des 
deux mondes were the most important, both offering their 
readers essays of extremely high quality.
The type of article which is of most interest to 
the art historian is of course the Salon review. After 
the 1820's, a decade in which only three Salons were 
organised, the Salon became an annual event, causing an 
enormous increase in the number of reviews appearing in 
newspapers and magazines. However, the discussion was 
mainly conducted by the famous feuilleton-writers of the 
important newspapers and magazines, like Delecluze in Le 
Journal des debats, Planche in La Revue des deux mondes, 
Gautier in La Presse, and Pillet in Le Moniteur 
universel. Sometimes, particularly during the 1820's and 
early 1830's, a talented newcomer would write a 
remarkable Salon review (of these I would mention 
Thiers, Stendhal, Rabbe, Arnold Scheffer) but none of 
them went on to careers in art criticism.
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The more important a Salon was, the more art 
critics would join the debate surrounding it. Apart from 
rigidly defending their own positions, the leading 
feuilleton-writers would viciously attack their rivals 
and newcomers to the debate, ridiculing their arguments. 
The Salon of 1824 stands out as an absolute highlight in 
this respect, provoking judgements which were to have a 
lasting impact. Many of the arguments used in the 
debates of the 1820's and 1830's were in fact conceived 
by critics to denigrate their rivals in short-lived 
debates, and became standard arguments only later, often 
in watered-down form. Moreover, critics now held in 
great esteem by art historians sometimes won very little 
publicity for articles which are now famous. A case in 
point is that of Baudelaire, whose Salons of 1845 and 
1846 went almost completely unnoticed. Baudelaire does 
not concern us here, because he was a newcomer to the 
artistic debates of the later years of the July 
Monarchy. However, like the views of many other critics, 
his judgements come to us taken out of their original 
context. We have forgotten that many of their arguments 
were not developed for their own sake or for later 
generations, but were ammunition in a war between the 
critics. I hope to give readers of this book a flavour 
of these debates, although they are only featured in a 
very condensed form.
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CHAPTER 1 UT PICTURA POESIS AND EXPRESSION BEFORE THE
1830's
The Rise of History Painting in Seventeenth-Century 
France
In 1648, French artists and theorists united to 
form the Academie royale de peinture et de sculpture. 
Membership of this prestigious academy finally freed 
artists from the indignity of being classed as mere 
craftsmen and gave them the official status of "liberal 
artists", whose work was associated with that of writers 
and orators. French classical thinking of this period 
tended to stress the intellectual side of painting and 
to promote history painting as the genre through which 
the intellectual needs of both viewer and painter were 
best served. The genre itself had evolved in Italy, 
where humanistic thinking demanded painting which 
addressed the great actions of mankind, the storia.(l)
Painters of this genre depicted mythological tales 
and classical and Biblical scenes, which were thought to 
inspire the viewer to ponder interests and duties far 
above the personal. History painting had this high aim 
in common with the most elevated literary genres, 
tragedy and the epic poem. Hence the Academy supported
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the ut pictura poesis theory, understanding it to mean
that painting was poetry without speech and poetry 
speaking painting. Although this interpretation of 
Horatius' words was in fact completely wrong(2), ut 
pictura poesis remained the most important theoretical 
concept for history painters until well into the 
nineteenth century, when the genre itself began to 
decline in importance.
In France, the patrons of history painting were the 
king, the nobility, the church and rich members of the 
bourgeoisie. As such, gifted history painters knew they 
were charged with responsibility for the spiritual well- 
being of the best of their fellow-men and were much more 
than tradesmen. The view that history painting should 
earn the artist a decent income but no more and that 
only painters of the lesser genres, like landscape and 
genre, gathered riches, seemed to gain currency over the 
years. In the nineteenth century it was succeeded by the 
idea that for a painter of true genius his calling was 
of greater importance than worldly gain, so that the 
most pure genius would remain misunderstood and poverty- 
stricken.
The fact that bright colouring and interest in the 
lesser genres seemed characteristic of the arts of the 
trading nations Venice, Flanders and Holland added to 
the belief that intellectual art and the pursuit of
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wealth through painting were hardly reconcilable. 
However, at least during the nineteenth century, 
painters like David, Delacroix and Delaroche earned 
fortunes with their work, and it would therefore seem 
that the image of the poor bohemian genius often bore 
little relation to reality.(3)
From Line to Colour
The fact that history painting was an intellectual 
and poetic art form did not mean that the history 
painter was not expected to master the technical aspects 
of his art. The history painter was required to be an 
outstanding draughtsman and colourist, but his technique 
was supposed to remain implicit as it was merely a tool 
to serve his art. Of the two skills drawing was the more 
important because it enabled history painters to render 
perfectly the outlines of human figures, their 
attitudes, movements, facial expressions and gestures. 
This mattered greatly since tragic poets and history 
painters alike observed Aristotle's rule from the 
Poetics that tragedy should portray human beings in 
action.(4) Of the great draughtsmen of the past, 
Raphael was the one most admired by the Academy. He had 
no equal in his skill in outlining the human form and 
his knowledge of facial expression.
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Colour was required to be subdued and in harmony
with the mood of the subject. Poussin, who was 
considered to be the greatest history painter of his 
age, was seen as a master of such use of colour. He was 
thought to have subscribed to the antique theory of the 
modi, which prescribed that all aspects of a work of art 
should be in harmony with each other and with the 
subject.(5) The theory of the modi was also linked to 
the concept of decorum. This was more immediately 
concerned with the persons and places shown in history 
painting. The way in which they were depicted should not 
run counter to the viewer's sense of historical 
correctness. Characters should be depicted in poses 
which were both dignified and appropriate to their rank, 
age and role in the story. (6) The need for the subjects 
of history painting to appear dignified often led to a 
knee-jerk rejection of modern dress as unsuitable for 
the genre. This attitude is discernable in the writings 
of many of the critics whose works I shall discuss in 
this book.
In their famous Querelle des anciens et des 
modernes, the Rubenistes attacked the lack of concern 
for artists' technique shown by the Poussinistes. In his 
Parallele des anciens et des modernes (1688-1697), 
Charles Perrault tried to demonstrate that progress was 
as possible in art as in science and technology. He
24
divided the development of art into three stages, 
classical antiquity, the Renaissance and the time of 
Louis XIV, in which art had been perfected still 
further. The artists of classical antiquity had only 
achieved perfect imitation through line and colour, 
whilst those of the Renaissance had also learned the 
expression of emotions. Perrault's own time saw the 
development of perspective, chiaroscuro and beautiful 
composition. Although he was not interested in 
illusionism as such, Perrault was enthusiastic about the 
technical prowess which artists had achieved in recent 
years, whereas the Poussinistes barely considered it 
worthy of discussion. Elements of Perrault's theory 
recur in the period discussed in this book. Supporters 
and enemies of the growing realism of early 19th century 
art both used Perrault' s view of the development of art 
in classical and modern times.
During the last quarter of the seventeenth century, 
Roger de Piles challenged the predominant role of line 
and literature in classicist art theory.(7) He believed 
that, in painting, "colour" was more important than 
"line" because colour could help the painter to draw the 
viewer's attention to his work. According to De Piles, 
people would walk past works of art exhibited in a 
public building quickly, their minds occupied with their 
own affairs, unwilling to spare time to look at a canvas
25
in detail. Paintings should therefore forcibly seize the 
viewer's attention with technically brilliant, beautiful 
and harmonious colour and by providing a perfect 
imitation of reality.(8) De Piles' thinking may have 
inspired works of art which were not merely of interest 
to an intellectual elite but appealed to a far wider 
public. He praised Rubens as a masterful colourist and 
tried to lend weight to his argument by pointing out 
that the painters of antiquity were admired mainly for 
their realism. The most famous example was of course 
Zeuxis' picture of grapes, which at first sight were 
indistinguishable from real fruit. In De Piles' opinion 
the viewer's first impression was the most important 
moment in the process of accepting and understanding a 
work of art, because the attractive effet of a finished 
painting's harmonious colours and chiaroscuro would 
retain the spontaneity of the painter's original idea. 
He introduced a vision of what constitutes a painter's 
genius and originality to French art theory which had 
previously been absent. He believed he had found it 
partly in the skill of the hand, whilst the Poussinistes 
located creative genius in the intellectual aspects of 
painting.
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Painting and Theatre
The most important poetic genre in seventeenth- 
century France was the classical tragedy in alexandrines 
developed by Corneille and Racine and based on Greek 
tragedy. It was often referred to as poesie dramatique. 
Since history painters imitated tragic poets in their 
depiction of human beings in action, the rules for the 
composition of history paintings were borrowed from the 
rules for the composition of tragedy. These were in turn 
based on the rules set out in Aristotle's Poetics and 
developed further by seventeenth-century French writers 
and theorists.
As classical tragedy was considered an elevated art 
form, the audience had to be kept in a serious mood 
during the whole of a performance. The strict rules for 
the composition of tragedies served to ensure decorum in 
this respect.(9)
The two most important problems which the tragic 
poet faced were that he should neither overburden the 
intellect of his public nor offend its sense of decency. 
To ensure that the public would grasp the writer's 
intentions the tragedy should form a perfect unity, 
which could not give rise to misinterpretation, ridicule 
or controversy. If it did, the writer must be at fault.
The most serious threat to the unity of tragedy was
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the introduction of elements from the lesser theatrical
genres, comedy and farce. Like the lesser genres in 
painting they were realistic, sometimes to the point of 
becoming obscene. Neither should the audience's sense of
time and place be disturbed. It was thought that the
credibility of the events unfolding on stage would be
diminished if the story was long or moved between
several places. For this reason, the whole action should 
take place in one location, and the time taken by the 
performance should be similar to the imaginary duration 
of the events portrayed. It was generally accepted that 
a play should describe a period no longer than twenty- 
four hours. If these two rules were obeyed the tragedy 
would possess unity of place and unity of time.
These two unities were subservient to the most 
important unity of all, unity of action. This rule 
dictated that a tragedy should be dominated by one main 
event or protagonist and that secondary intrigues or 
episodes were permissible only where they served to 
increase the audience's understanding of the primary 
action or the main character's plight. The introduction 
of too many persons and events, like the use of several 
locations or a disproportionately long period of time, 
would inhibit the public's understanding of the play.
The author of a tragedy should strive for 
authenticity in his depiction of historical events,
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characters and dress, only when they did not clash with 
viewers' moeurs, and could be understood by them. A 
tragedy should show mankind idealised, standing far 
above the machinations of ordinary life and should have 
universal appeal.
The rules mentioned above had obvious consequences 
for the way in which tragedies were performed. They were 
played out on sets which did not remind the public of a 
particular time or place. There were no changes of sets 
between the acts, and the same sets could be used for 
all the tragedies in a company's repertoire. The actors 
wore costumes based on contemporary court dress and on 
stage they observed court etiquette. Since realism, 
visual or textual, was not considered desirable in 
tragedy performances they were usually very static. The 
actors spoke their lines as orators would, facing the 
public, they used only facial expression and gesture to 
support the text and barely communicated with each 
other.
History painters could not literally copy the rules 
for tragedy. For one thing they were dependent on the 
public's understanding of facial expressions and 
gestures to make their meaning clear. Moreover, a writer 
of tragedies could depict a sequence of events whilst 
the history painter could portray only one moment. For 
this reason he had to choose the most significant moment
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of a story and depict it in such a way that the viewer 
could understand what had caused this situation to come 
about and what would follow. Over the years, opinions on 
how this should be achieved changed. During the 
seventeenth century, when the French Academy's 
philosophy on painting was in its formative years, 
painters were still allowed some freedom. For example, 
it was sometimes thought that the painter should be 
allowed to stretch time slightly in his work, by 
depicting events which closely followed each other and 
were causally linked, as Poussin had done in The 
Gathering of the Manna (1637-'38; ill. 1). This painting 
shows the despair of the Israelites in the desert 
transforming to joy as the manna falls from heaven, in a 
sequence which can almost be "read" since it stretches 
across the canvas from left to right. It was felt that 
Poussin had managed to depict the peripetie, the 
critical point in the action which also formed the 
nucleus of the tragedy's plot.(1O) During the eighteenth 
and nineteenth century the Academy's thinking was 
dominated by the opinion that the painter should use all 
the tools at his disposal to render a telling portrayal 
of the one all-important moment.
Since this book will be mainly concerned with the 
art theory of the eighteenth century and later, I will 
leave seventeenth-century writing aside when discussing
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the way in which art theorists interpreted the concept 
of ut pictura poesis. However, it must be said that 
Perrault and De Piles inspired eighteenth century 
theorists as well as the earlier theorising of 
Poussinistes like Felibien. It was argued that since a 
painting should possess unity of action, it was wise to 
limit the number of persons, particularly in large pain- 
tings, so that the composition would be simple and easy 
to understand. The painter could make clear who the 
protagonist was, his role in the story depicted and his 
relationship to the other persons in the painting, by 
means of grouping, perspective, colour, light and shade, 
the use of peinture d'expression and gestures. (ll) The 
painting's vitality was thought to be enhanced by adding 
a few but not too many details to contrast with the main 
action and at the same time to comment on it. These 
details were equivalent to the episodes of a tragedy. It 
was considered that the attitudes and gestures of the 
persons depicted should be elevated, with Greek statuary 
the perfect example. While opposition to the rules set 
by the Academy grew, this mighty institution applied 
them with ever increasing severity until, during the 
period under review in this book, there remained nothing 
more than a series of strict and banal prescriptions 
which often hampered painters in their work instead of 
helping them.
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In the importance they assigned to the role of 
lighting and shadow in creating unity in a painting, 
eighteenth century theorists showed the debt they owed 
to De Piles. His once controversial ideas had become 
part of accepted theory, though not without alteration. 
De Piles had believed that the appeal of colour, light 
and shadow was immediate but largely independent of the 
painting's intellectual meaning, while the Poussinistes 
had contended that the painter's first and foremost 
concern was to make the painting's composition serve the 
intellectual impact of his work.(12)
Abbe Dubos, one of the great theorists of the 
eighteenth century to write about ut pictura poesis 
echoed De Piles' plea for realism in painting, since he 
was convinced that painting was superior to poetry in 
the depiction of reality. However, he suggested that De 
Piles' principle of composition pittoresque was less 
important than a painting's composition poetique, the 
intellectual content of painting as celebrated by the 
Poussinistes.(13) The advantage of painting over poetry, 
he believed, lay in the directness with which it could 
show objects, scenes from nature and simple actions and 
emotions. He believed that poetry remained the better of 
the two art forms for depicting more complicated actions 
and emotions. Dubos' ideas seemed to accord perfectly 
with Aristotle' s instruction that art should depict an
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action. He had great faith in the ability of peinture
d'expression, gesture and grouping to make a painting' s 
meaning understood. He believed the language of images 
to be natural and direct and that of words artificial 
and indirect.(14)
The theorist and painter Antoine Coypel (1661-1722) 
also believed in the value of the expressive gesture but 
he assumed that in order to overcome paintings' 
limitations, the gestures depicted by painters should be 
borrowed from the emphatic, artificial gestures used by 
actors on stage. In the same way, he and his son 
Charles-Antoine, director of the Academy from 1747 to 
1752, believed that De Piles' effet might serve not just 
to attract the viewer to a painting but also to allow 
him to grasp its meaning immediately. They were deeply 
interested in the dramatic and purely artificial 
possibilities of chiaroscuro, which enabled the painter 
to mass his background figures and retain a degree of 
sketchiness depending on their relative importance in 
the painting.(15)
Dubos and the Coypels had been influenced by 
Locke's sensualist (or sensationalist) philosophy. From 
it they derived the notion that only that which could be 
experienced by the senses could be emotionally 
experienced and intellectually understood. For 
eighteenth-century French theorists feeling acquired the
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greatest importance. Dubos prescribed that a history 
painter should try to move his public deeply. His 
painting should form a bridge between his own soul and 
that of the viewer.(16) This explains why peinture 
d'expression, even in the exaggerated form advocated by 
the Coypels, and the dramatic use of painting's 
technical aspects, played such an important role in 
eighteenth-century art theory. They were the painter's 
way of reaching the viewer's feeling and intellect via 
his sense of sight, which was believed to be linked di- 
rectly to emotion. Like Dubos and De Piles, the Coypels 
admired every painter from Raphael to Rubens. By 
combining a great interest in the intellectual side of 
painting with an equal interest in painting technique 
they managed to give the theory of ut pictura poesis a 
new lease of life.
The sensualist philosophy also brought about a new 
preoccupation with the self and the peculiarities of 
personal taste and genius. Eighteenth-century art was 
not only art of feeling but, particularly in the growing 
appreciation of the lesser genres, art for the 
connoisseur. Appreciation of the painter's hand and the 
peculiarities of genius was already present in De Piles' 
theories. During the eighteenth century the lesser 
genres flourished in France and the landscape, still- 
life and genre painting of other countries became widely
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admired.
Appreciation of less lofty art forms than history 
painting would never disappear in France, although it 
remained the Academy's official policy to reserve the 
highest place in the hierarchy of genres for history 
painting.
In conclusion, we have seen that the history 
painter played on the public's feelings through the 
choice of an elevated subject, the dramatic impact of 
well-manipulated peinture d'expression and through 
grouping, lighting and shading.
The eighteenth century saw the institution of the 
Salons, the exhibitions organised by the Academy at 
which its members could present new works. During the 
Revolution the state took over the organization of the 
Salons and opened them to every French artist. They 
enabled artists to introduce themselves and their work 
to prospective buyers and patrons. A class of gallery 
visitor came into being which was not influenced by the 
Academy's attitudes and was therefore able to judge 
works of art independently. Artists could now perhaps 
really feel that their work formed a bridge between 
their own soul and that of an amateur of sensitivity and 
discerning judgement. From an intellectual pastime for 
the rich, history painting was slowly becoming an art 
form which appealed to a much wider public. Although
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some of the new exhibition-goers would never be able to 
afford to buy a painting, the Salons gave this public a 
chance to form an independent opinion on the art of 
their time.(17)
Regeneration of History Painting During the Second Half 
of the Eighteenth Century
During the years from 1740 to 1750, there began a 
reaction to the interest in the lesser genres and colour 
which had begun with the Rubenistes. Lenormant de 
Tournehem, who took up the post of "General Director of 
Buildings and Monuments" in 1745, tried to re-establish 
the elevation and seriousness of the history painting of 
Poussin's time. As was to be expected, Poussin himself 
again became the example for young painters to follow 
instead of Rubens. In fact only a few of Poussin's 
paintings, notably The Testament of Eudamidas (ill. 2) 
and The Death of Germanicus, were singled out for 
praise. History painting was now no longer only within 
the reach of a few people who had money and leisure time 
and could appreciate intellectually demanding art. The 
Salons had democratised art and those who wanted history 
painting to lead the way for all painting again saw it 
as not just an elevated, but also a moralistic, didactic 
art form whose purpose was to teach the people of the
36
French nation their duty as citizens. The exemplum
virtutis which Poussin's paintings communicated to their 
elite audience now had to be understood by the 
masses.(18) Dubos' and Coypel's message about the direct 
visual appeal of peinture d'expression was well 
understood, and Dubos' tribute to Poussin for the 
masterful way in which he had applied his knowledge of 
peinture d'expression, gesture and grouping to make the 
public grasp the meaning of The Death of Germanicus 
inspired many eighteenth-century painters, critics and 
theorists. Perhaps it is even true, as Michael Fried has 
suggested, that the subjects of many eighteenth-century 
history paintings were chosen more for their dramatic 
potential than for their moral elevation.(19)
Poussin depicted the moment when the poisoned 
Germanicus dies surrounded by his family and friends, 
and appeals to them to avenge his death. Seventeenth- 
century viewers were perhaps most impressed by 
Germanicus' stoicism in the face of death, whilst those 
of the eighteenth century may have been equally touched 
by Germanicus' display of love and care for his family. 
The public mood of the eighteenth century was very much 
aware of the complications, unjustness and depravity of 
modern society. Stressing the need for regeneration, 
18th century thinking held that harmony in the basic 
relationships between people was as important as the
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stoical, unselfish attitude towards one's personal fate 
and one's duties which had been characteristic of the 
seventeenth-century aristocratic sense of duty. After 
1700, when the role of the bourgeoisie became ever more 
important in French society, the role of history 
painting changed. It now needed to demonstrate the 
simple virtues of human beings who still lived in close 
contact with nature to people with little leisure time, 
almost entirely preoccupied with their own interests, 
the bewildered victims of a dangerous society, torn
between duty and personal need. The simplicity of the
Ancient Greeks, the Romans of the Republic and the
Kingdom, great heroes from national history and the
farmers of their own time taught city dwellers forced to 
live unwholesome, dangerous and egotistical lives, that 
an alternative did exist to their society which 
corrupted aristocracy and commoners alike. This belief 
in the need for regeneration of society did not at first 
necessarily have Revolutionary implications, as is 
perfectly clear in Physiocratic thinking, for 
example.(20)
Not surprisingly, this idealistic search for a 
better way of life which had not lost touch with nature, 
brought about a renewed interest in the art of classical 
Greece, which demonstrated the perfection and strength 
which the human body could only possess in this more
38
primitive and noble society. Interest in the study of 
classical art, which had always been thought to be of 
great importance for history painters, increased still 
further. After all, the beautiful stances, simple, noble 
gestures and muted facial expressions of classical 
statuary seemed to many to be preferable to the 
theatricality of gesture favoured by the Coypels. 
Admiration for Poussin's simplicity and elevation and 
Dubos' emphasis on the naturalness of facial expression 
and gestures of the hands inevitably meant a rejection 
of the exaggerated, theatrical gestures which the 
Coypels expected of history painting. An independent art 
public had grown up since the establishment of the 
Salons. The next stage was the rise of independent art 
criticism. Denis Diderot was one of the first 
independent writers on art in France and one of the 
finest. He spearheaded a movement to free history 
painting from the influence of the unnatural gesturing 
of actors which he believed had dominated the genre 
during the first fifty years of his century.
Diderot
Diderot was not only a champion of simplicity and 
elevation in history painting, he was also one of the 
first critics to try to demolish the barriers which the
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Academy had put up between it and the lesser genres. He 
was involved in the theatre both as a playwright and a 
theorist as well as being an art critic. His art 
criticism was therefore influenced by the desire for the 
regeneration and democratisation of the theatre as much 
as by the need for natural expression and renewal in 
history painting.
The intellectual circle around Diderot and 
d'Alembert's Encyclopedie brought forth the idea that 
the eighteenth-century theatre-going public should have 
a theatrical genre of its own, the drame bourgeois. The 
drame bourgeois was specifically concerned to depict 
situations from the lives of contemporary people caught 
between their needs as individuals and the pressures 
placed upon them by society. Diderot himself was the 
most important propagandist of the genre, writing 
several dramas. The plot of Le pere de famille (1758) 
may provide an impression of the themes chosen by 
writers of drames bourgeois. Albin, a rich young man, 
wishes to marry the poor Sophie, but his father forbids 
him to do so. Although his action is prompted by a deep 
concern for his son's well-being, the father can see no 
further than his son's material interests. Eventually, 
however, love wins the day, as the father recognises his 
son's maturity and right to independence. The simple, 
natural bond of love manages to overcome modern socie-
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ty's lust for gain.
Diderot set out a theory for the new genre in the 
Discours sur la poesie dramatique (1758). In this essay 
he described the way in which the drame bourgeois could 
realistically portray contemporary life.
He directed that the characters in a drame 
bourgeois should speak ordinary, contemporary language, 
instead of the elevated alexandrines of classical 
tragedy. Their intonation and behaviour should be 
natural and they should wear contemporary costume. The 
relationship between the audience and the events taking 
place on stage was to be completely different from that 
in classical tragedy. Instead of addressing the audience 
directly, and so eliminating the distance between it and 
the stage, the actors should behave as if unaware of the 
public's presence, giving the viewers the impression 
that they were unexpected and unnoticed spectators of 
events taking place in reality.(21) Diderot believed 
that only in this way could the viewers feel sympathy 
for the individuals on stage, and only after 
experiencing the action at the level of emotion would 
they be able to master it intellectually. Like Dubos, 
Diderot considered the sympathetic reaction to a work of 
art to be more direct and intense than the intellectual 
response. The new drame bourgeois was a moving genre 
rather than an intellectually demanding one.
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Diderot believed that the intellect responded to 
writing and speech and that feelings were reached mainly 
through visual impression and music. Actors who played 
in Diderot's dramas therefore had to study facial 
expression and mime until they could express every 
feeling without the use of speech. Diderot admired the 
English actor David Garrick who, during a tour of France 
displayed such a fine talent for mime and pantomime, 
that his audiences, half of whom did not speak any 
English, were deeply moved by his performances and 
understood the play perfectly. The ultimate test for an 
actress's mastery of mime was the scene from Macbeth in 
which the sleepwalking Lady Macbeth tries to clean from 
her hands the blood of the king, whom she and her 
husband have murdered.
This was indeed a far cry from the rigid gesture of 
the seventeenth-century orators and actors, who only 
used a limited set of facial expressions and movements 
of the hands to complement their speeches. Drame 
bourgeois attached no greater importance to speech as a 
means of communication than to looks, involuntary 
gestures, silences during the conversation, or the 
grouping of the actors on stage. The possibilities of 
mime and pantomime, already suggested by Dubos, would be 
further developed later in the century, particularly in 
Noverre's long narrative ballets, (ballets d'action).
42
Diderot's theories implied a relationship between 
reality, the theatre and painting which was completely 
different from that of seventeenth-century classical 
thinking, which tended to allow reality to encroach only 
insofar as it did not detract from the grandeur of 
history painting and tragedy. Since Diderot was no enemy 
of realism he tended to allow the lesser genres a more 
prominent place than they were accorded in the Academy's 
hierarchy of genres. He thought that actors could learn 
natural expression by studying the behaviour of people 
they saw in the street as well as certain works of art, 
particularly Dutch seventeenth-century genre painting 
which he believed showed perfectly realistic facial 
expression, gesture and grouping. In Diderot's version 
of the ut pictura poesis theory, painting seems to have 
become the example for theatre, whereas in the 
seventeenth century, painting had derived its importance 
from its relation to tragedy.
Diderot praised the works of the genre painter 
Greuze, which first appeared at the Salons held during 
the 1750's. In these paintings he saw the perfect 
counterparts of his dramas. Greuze's paintings usually 
showed scenes from the lives of ordinary eighteenth- 
century people, while also possessing some 
characteristics of history painting. Greuze, depicting 
people as they looked in his own time, made mankind seem
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as dignified as it had looked in the works of Poussin. 
Stances and gestures were often based on Greek statuary 
and on figures in history paintings from the past, (22) 
but dress and scenery were rendered completely 
realistically. Diderot called Greuze's work peinture 
morale because, like an exemplum virtutis, it taught 
virtuous behaviour.(23) He did not doubt the painter's 
moral superiority. Thus, Greuze's paintings were very 
important in winning acceptance for a far greater degree 
of realism in history painting than the genre had ever 
known.
Diderot's efforts to achieve realism in the arts 
and the similarity which he discerned between his dramas 
and paintings, Greuze's genre paintings in particular, 
forced him to reconsider the rules of unity of action, 
time and place. As we have seen, the audience watching
one of his plays was meant to receive the impression
that it was witnessing real events. This implied that
the audience was aware that the events shown on stage
formed part of a great span of time, say a person's life 
or a long period in the history of a family. The same 
was true for Greuze's paintings. According to Diderot, 
time should not be stretched or shortened in any way in 
a painting. Since a painter could depict only one moment 
of an action he should choose the most significant and 
emotional one. This moment should strongly move the
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viewer and give enough clues for him to reconstruct the 
rest of the story. In his Salons, Diderot demonstrated 
repeatedly that Greuze's paintings fulfilled his demands 
perfectly, mainly because Greuze was able to heighten 
the emotion of the moment through his masterly peinture 
d'expression.(24) His paintings enabled Diderot to 
exercise his rare gift for ekphrasis, the description of 
a painting. The sentimental stories which Diderot wove 
around many of these paintings are masterpieces of 
imaginative writing.
Diderot advised painters to depict events taking 
place over a period of time by creating a sequence of 
paintings, each of them showing an important moment in 
the story, giving the viewer the illusion that he could 
really follow events taking place over a long span of 
time. He similarly recommended that the playwright 
should create unity in his piece by building it around a 
series of moments of great expressiveness, the 
tableaux.(25) Not only were Greuze's paintings perfect 
works of art in their own right, they could also serve 
as a model for the playwright looking for a beautiful 
and emotional tableau. In painting as in the theatre, 
unity should not be superimposed on the work of art but 
should spring from the subject itself. Thus the painter 
could create the most perfect tableau by depicting an 
extraordinary event from family life, when the whole
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family was together and its members were more ready to 
show their emotions than they would be under normal 
circumstances. The Village Bride (1761), which shows a 
family united to witness the signing of the marriage 
contract of one of the daughters, illustrates this 
principle perfectly, as does Filial Piety (1763; ill.
3) , which shows a lame but noble patriarch, surrounded 
by his loving kin.(26)
Diderot also indicated that two seemingly 
disconnected actions could go on simultaneously during 
the separate scenes of a play to enhance its imitation 
of real life situations. The best example of this device 
is perhaps the opening scene of Le pere de famille in 
which the protagonist Albin is nervously pacing the 
room, while his sister plays a game of solitaire. 
Brother and sister behave as if totally unaware of each 
other's presence.
In order to understand Diderot's desire to free 
painting from being tied to the depiction of only one 
moment, which was as strong as his wish to see natural 
unity in the medium, we need to look briefly at his 
criticisms of landscapes. Sometimes a landscape painting 
would inspire him to take an imaginary walk through it, 
overawed or moved to tears by its beauty. Instead of 
maintaining its distance from the viewer and forming a 
unified whole, the landscape painting seemed to surround
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and even overwhelm the sensitive viewer.(27)
It is not known how widely Diderot's Salons were 
read during his lifetime. The members of the state- 
protected Academy were not prepared to accept criticism 
from laymen which might ruin their lucrative 
careers.(28) Therefore, Diderot's Salons could only 
circulate in manuscript form, and were not printed until 
1795.(29) However, since Diderot enjoyed European 
celebrity status, we may safely assume that his art 
critical work reached the intellectual elite of his day. 
Ideas related to his on the regeneration of the theatre 
and history painting were widespread during the second 
half of the eighteenth century, and the hierarchy of 
genres was cast into jeopardy by the growing interest in 
paintings showing scenes from national history. A 
dispute arose as to whether such paintings, which were 
accurate in the depiction of modern costume as only 
genre painting had previously been, should be classified 
as genre or history painting. During the same period, 
the theatre saw a flood of new drames bourgeois, 
historic drama and melodrama, all demanding the same 
meticulous accuracy of costume and setting which Diderot 
had thought one of the most impressive features of 
Greuze's work.
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Lessing and Winckelmann
Diderot believed that genre painting could be an 
example for playwrights and actors, and like De Piles 
and Dubos he admired the quality which set painting 
apart from every other form of art, i.e. its immediate 
realism and expression. The concept of ut pictura poesis 
was still valued in eighteenth-century France; poetry 
and history painting were still believed to be linked by 
virtue of their moralism and elevation. However, 
interest was growing in the features which distinguished 
painting from poetry because they were seen to enhance 
the value of painting as a didactic art.
French theorists were not the only ones to point 
out the qualities unique to the visual arts. In Germany, 
Lessing did the same in his Laocoon of 1766. He also 
thought the main difference between poetry and the 
visual arts to be the fact that poetry could describe a 
sequence of events while a statue or a painting could 
only show one moment. He advised artists to turn the 
deficiencies of the visual arts to their advantage by 
depicting the moment of a story which showed man at his 
most beautiful. Unlike Diderot, he thought that a 
painter should diminish the intensity of facial 
expressions to create an image of beauty because he 
believed that man was never beautiful in moments of
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great crisis. He praised the sculptor of the Laocoon
group, because he had managed to lessen the horror of 
the facial expression of the dying Laocoon.(30) He 
concluded that artists should try to depict beauty and 
leave story-telling to the poets.
Lessing's disdain for the eighteenth century French 
view of history painting was emphatic. He referred to 
Zeuxis' painting of Helen and the comments made by the 
French theorist Caylus (3l) on this subject. Zeuxis' 
painting showed only the naked Helen, whose beauty 
needed no comment. Caylus suggested that Helen should be 
covered with a veil and that the consciousness of her 
beauty should be conveyed to the viewer through admiring 
and lustful looks of a number of old men around her. 
Lessing pointed out that the ugly grimaces of a group of 
old men could never replace the simplicity and beauty of 
Zeuxis' painting. Caylus was concerned with expression, 
and not with beauty. This preoccupation, he contended, 
would make the scene described by Caylus look like a 
pantomime if it were ever actually painted.
Lessing's ideas can be compared to those of 
Winckelmann, who believed that Greek sculpture was the 
perfect model for artists wishing to depict perfect 
human beauty. In his view the Greek climate and culture 
had created the most perfectly beautiful human beings 
and the noblest of character. This had inspired the
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Greeks to search for even greater, ideal beauty, which 
could be conceived in the mind alone. (32) According to 
Winckelmann, the description edle Einfalt und stille 
Grosze perfectly fitted the most important qualities of 
Greek sculpture, qualities which made a Greek statue a 
perfect work of art in its own right. He believed that 
in Greek art the whole body was beautiful and expressive 
rather than just the face and hands. The limited 
evidence then available only allowed the conclusion that
Greek sculpture had been decidedly superior to Greek
painting, since painters had adopted contour and
expression from sculptors, and knew very little about
perspective, composition and colouring.(33)
The French painters and critics who wanted to 
reform painting in the second half of the eighteenth 
century hailed Winckelmann as an important ally because 
his work encouraged artists and art students to study 
and copy Greek statues. In this way they would, it was 
hoped, learn the perfect drawing of the human body that 
was considered one of the most important assets of the 
history painter. The influence of Lessing in France is 
less easily traceable. The first French translation of 
his work appeared shortly after 1800 (34) and it was the
politician, historian and art critic Guizot who first 
quoted Lessing as an important source for the theories 
he set out in his Salon of 1810. It is therefore
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reasonable to assume that Lessing's theory of the 
separation of poetry and the visual arts was less well- 
known in France in the second half of the eighteenth 
century than that of Diderot and his followers.
Winckelmann's theories were not only important for 
the instruction of young artists, they also fuelled a 
discussion on the true nature of beauty which would 
achieve great significance over the course of the 
nineteenth century.
The Platonic concept of beauty mentioned by 
Winckelmann was of course well known to every art 
theorist. However, the art theorists of 18th-century 
France, following the lead of Renaissance Italy, 
generally believed that it was art's task to depict 
nature.(35) Understandably, Batteux's definition that 
art should imitate nature(36) (in Les beaux-arts reduits 
a un meme principe, 1746) was repeated by nearly every 
art theorist writing during this era dominated by 
sensualism. However, his opinions were perhaps closer to 
those of Winckelmann and Lessing than to those held by 
other French theorists, in that he believed that art's 
task was to please and not to move its viewers. As to 
idealization, most theorists would not go beyond 
accepting Bellori's theory that, since ideal beauty was 
not found in any individual, artists should assemble the 
most perfect parts of several individuals. (L'ldea del
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Pittore, dello Scultore e dell'Architetto, 1664).
Although this possibility was recognized by Plato, he 
nevertheless admired the completely unrealistic art of 
Egypt and relegated the visual arts to a place of minor 
importance in his hierarchy of the arts. In his view 
philosophy was far better able than the visual arts to 
express abstract ideas. Bellori, still partly influenced 
by the naturalism of Renaissance theory, believed that 
the ideas depicted by artists were not metaphysical, but 
had their origins in the contemplation of nature.(37) 
Diderot seemed to return to Platonism when describing 
the most perfect stage performance he could imagine, the 
projection of scenes from reality onto the wall of a 
dark cave for people sitting with their backs to the 
light. However, Diderot was only interested in the 
illusionistic qualities of this concept and did not 
believe it must emanate from a world beyond the reach of 
ordinary mortals.(38) Only in the Essai sur le beau 
(1741), the work of the Jesuit Pere Andre, and in the 
writings of Joubert, active around 1800 but published 
only after 1840, is the influence of Platonism 
unmistakable. Most French artists and theorists 
preferred to believe that classical statues were the 
depiction of perfect human beings, produced by a perfect 
society. They used Winckelmann's conclusions on the 
history of classical art without accepting the Platonic
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part of his theories.
During the early years of the nineteenth century 
the theorist Quatremere de Quincy, often nicknamed "the 
French Winckelmann", defended the Platonic view of _le 
beau ideal. In a series of articles in Les archives 
litteraires de l'Europe(39) he attacked the amateur 
Emeric-David who had defended the position of nature as 
the artist's only inspiration in an essay entitled 
Recherches sur l'art statuaire. In 1805, it won him a 
prize from the Institut. Quatremere de Quincy, who had 
briefly supported the Revolution of 1789 had gradually 
become opposed to most of the ideas which had engendered 
it. In his later years Quatremere de Quincy showed 
himself to be a royalist and profoundly religious. A 
Platonic, anti-sensualist concept of beauty was 
perfectly consistent with the position he adopted in 
political and religious matters.
Quatremere de Quincy never wavered in his Platonic 
ideas. When, during the 1820's, realism invaded history 
painting to a degree which he found unbearable, he 
attacked the concept of history painting itself in Essai 
sur la nature, le but et les moyens de l'imitation dans 
les beaux-arts (1823). Responding to Dubos he took 
Poussin's Testament of Eudamidas as his example. The 
painting showed the Spartan king Eudamidas, who on his 
deathbed appealed to his friends to protect his mother
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and daughter, comparable in its subject to The Death of
Germanicus. Quatremere de Quincy contradicted Dubos by 
claiming that the action, gestures and expressions of 
this painting failed completely to convey its beau moral 
to the viewer. The beau moral, closely linked to the 
beau ideal, was concerned with the elevated, noble deeds 
and ideas which it was art's purpose to express. Poetry, 
Quatremere de Quincy suggested, would have been able to 
express the concept of friendship which inspired 
Eudamidas' request. In contrast, Poussin had only 
rendered the bare facts, his painting showed nothing but 
a dying man surrounded by his grieving family and 
friends.(40) Quatremere de Quincy preferred classical 
statuary and the simple images of coins and medals to 
the elaborate compositions of history painting. These 
simple icons could be understood as symbols, allegories 
and personifications perfectly expressing an abstract 
idea, without giving rise to misunderstanding.
Quatremere de Quincy's royalist sympathies won him 
the post of Secretaire Perpetuel of the Academie des 
beaux-arts when the Bourbons returned to France. 
However, during the 1820's his views on beau ideal and 
beau moral seem to have placed him outside the 
mainstream, which was concerned with winning a far 
greater degree of realism for artists and writers than 
critics and the Institut would allow them in their work.
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This meant that the debate on the beauty and expression 
of the human figure retained the emphasis on their 
mimetic character which had been its most important 
feature during the eighteenth century.(4l) Quatremere de 
Quincy's Platonism, related to that of Pere Andre, must 
have looked suspicious to the opposition, especially 
after 1824 when the Bourbon Restoration grew ever more 
oppressive and the Jesuits were suspected of having 
great influence over the government. Many of the young 
intellectuals of the 1820's had been taught eighteenth- 
century sensualism as part of their philosophical 
education. As their demands for a new spiritualism in 
art and beyond grew louder, the influential Hegelian 
philosopher Victor Cousin stepped forward, preaching a 
Platonic idealism not bound to any existing religion. He 
believed that the work of art as a whole should express 
an elevated idea, and the human figure ideal beauty.(42) 
His interest in the mimetic qualities of peinture 
d'expression was less than that of earlier art theo- 
rists, although the eclectic nature of his philosophy 
would not allow him to completely disregard this 
feature, which had been so important in the eighteenth 
century.
55
History Painting: David
During the years after 1750, the government and the 
Academy used several methods to stimulate history 
painting. Commissions for history paintings were given 
to promising painters, particularly those who had made 
an impression at the Salon. The most talented could win 
the Prix de Rome, which gave them a chance to travel to 
Rome to study antique art and the works of Raphael and 
his Roman School, the two great examples for history 
painters. Despite the rigidity of the Academy's teaching 
and rules, the revival of Poussinesque history painting 
hardly got off the ground. Since, as we have seen, the 
vogue was for art and literature depicting man in his 
social and historical context, Greuze's paintings 
showing scenes from eighteenth-century family life and 
the new genre historique depicting scenes from modern 
history met the public's wishes better than traditional 
history painting could. Both genres were far more 
realistic in their depiction of human beings and their 
surroundings than was traditionally considered desirable 
in history painting and both could fulfil the eighteenth 
century's need for didactic art. However, the Academy 
refused to accept them as substitutes for history 
painting. Greuze was greeted with derision when he tried 
to gain admittance to the Academy as a history painter
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in 17 69, with a painting based on a subject from Roman 
history(43) and the genre historique was treated with 
suspicion until well into the nineteenth century. It 
should be noted that the public's taste was in line with 
the views of some theorists on history painting which 
depicted scenes from classical antiquity. They wished to 
see a degree of archeological correctness in history 
painting which was unheard of in the seventeenth 
century, although they believed their attitude to be a 
return to seventeenth century values.(44) Needless to 
say, this correctness was meant to enhance history 
painting's elevated character, never to detract from it.
The influence of the emphatic, theatrical peinture 
d'expression which the Coypels had recommended that 
history painters imitate was still visible in many of 
the paintings created after 1750, particularly those of 
Fragonard, Boucher and Carle VanLoo. To this, these 
painters added a sweetness and an unearthly character in 
their history paintings of erotic mythological subjects. 
The painter Vien championed the simplicity of classical 
art at a time when critics were lashing out at Rococo 
theatricality. Diderot remarked of VanLoo's Jason and 
Medea (ill. 4) that it was simply a portrait of the ac- 
tress Mlle. Clairon in the role of Medea.(45)
One of the few French painters who truly succeeded 
in returning to Poussinesque severity was Jean-Pierre
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Peyron. Seneca Opening his Veins on the Orders of Nero
won him the Prix de Rome in 1773. His rival Jacques- 
Louis David had shown himself unable to shed the 
theatricality of the art of Boucher and Fragonard in his 
painting of the same subject. Although David won the 
Prix de Rome a year later with his Antiochus and 
Stratonice, the Academy's previous lack of appreciation 
of his work and later humiliations eventually caused the 
painter to turn away from this institution. David, 
although he was Vien's pupil did not completely escape 
the influence of Boucher, who had introduced him in the 
art of painting, until he came face-to-face with the 
masterpieces of classical and Renaissance art in Rome. 
After his stay in Rome his paintings met with ever 
greater praise from both the public and the critics.
The Oath of the Horatii (1785; ill. 5) earned David 
lasting fame as the artist who had freed French art from 
the mannerism and theatricality of former days. Critics 
looking back on his painting in later decades appear to 
have forgotten the innovative efforts of Peyron, 
Vincent, Brenet and others. They tended to give only 
Vien and David credit for the regeneration of French 
art.
The story depicted by David was that of the 
Horatii, a family who lived in Rome when it was still a 
kingdom. Livy tells the story of their conflict with the
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Curiatii of Alba, who were threatening the city of Rome. 
Unfortunately, Camilla, one of the women of the Horatii 
family was married to a member of the Curiatii. The 
Horatii won the fight and killed Camilla's husband. When 
she dared to show her grief over his death she was in 
her turn killed by her brother, the only survivor among 
the Horatii. By putting patriotism before every other 
virtue their father successfully defended his son and 
won his exoneration. David originally intended to depict 
this final scene but Sedaine, a playwright whose ideas 
were close to those of Diderot remarked that the meaning 
of this scene depended on words more than on action. 
David therefore chose to show the Horatii pledging to 
fight until death and ignoring their womenfolk and their 
display of grief and fear over the impending bloodshed. 
Since none of the literary sources which relate the 
story of the Horatii mentions this event, David could 
show a moment of action which had to be understood in 
its own right, without reference to the written word. 
Edgar Wind mentions as David's most probable source a 
tableau in Noverre's ballet The Horatii.(46) The painter 
may have seen some works of this Diderot follower in 
Rome.
The mastery in drawing the human form shown by 
David in The Oath of the Horatii seemed to surpass 
anything undertaken by his contemporaries. There was
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nothing sketchy or self-indulgent in his drawing. His 
skill in drawing allowed David to excel in his peinture 
d'expression. Since even the fingertips were exquisitely 
finished, there was no possibility of the viewer 
mistaking the gestures shown in the painting. Their 
power and naturalness no longer reminded the critics of 
the theatricality which had marred French painting for 
so long.(47) Moreover, The Oath of the Horatii, with its 
severe, relief-like composition, the gallery of Tuscan 
columns in the background, its stark lighting, subdued 
colours and astonishing authenticity of costume seemed 
to embody the simplicity of primitive society so 
fervently admired by eighteenth-century intellectuals. 
This primitivism is perhaps best seen in the contrast 
between the powerful phalanx of men on the left and the 
swooning, rounded group of women on the right. The 
expressive use of abstract forms, cubes and spheres, is 
probably linked to the way in which contemporary 
architects like Ledoux and Boullee made use of the 
symbolic qualities of these archetypal forms. These 
architects also preferred to apply the simple Doric and 
Tuscan orders to their work because of the connotations 
of simplicity and virtue which they carried.(48)
Although critics bestowed a great deal of praise on 
The Oath of the Horatii, those who attached great value 
to the Academy's rules identified many faults in the
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painting. In his search for authenticity David had 
actually gone much further than the Academy would allow. 
He had disregarded its rules on unity, grouping, 
lighting and perspective in such a way that the painting 
lacked the hierarchical composition deemed necessary for 
it to be comprehensible to the viewer. The painting had 
almost no depth, because the figures in it were placed 
against a flat background and were very close together. 
This defect was particularly noticeable in the block- 
like group of men which completely lacked the softly 
flowing lines which could have created depth and 
variation. David had achieved beautiful grouping and 
perspective in the group of women on the right. Thus the 
immediate impression made by the painting was that it 
lacked unity. (49) This defect emerged all the more in 
relation to the story which David had depicted. The 
painting's complete lack of compositional hierarchy and 
the artist' s failure to connect the two groups made it 
impossible to choose between them, the feelings of both 
competed for the viewer's attention. In this painting, 
David had not used his technique to guide the viewer' s 
understanding of his work. It was impossible to know 
which of the two groups shown were the main characters 
and which was part of the secondary scene, meant to 
clarify the meaning of the work. The painting appeared 
to show two episodes of equal importance.
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Many critics and art historians have speculated on 
the meaning of this successful painting.(50) All that is 
certain is that in The Oath of the Horatii David 
emphasised the conflicts produced by allegiance to 
impersonal ideals and duties, instead of simply holding 
them up for emulation. In his interest in conflict 
within the family David seems to have been influenced, 
though not exclusively, by Diderot's drame bourgeois. 
The composition of The Oath of the Horatii, with its
depiction of two groups which do not relate to each
other, shows the influence of Diderot's ideas about
mise-en-scene . As we have seen , Diderot was a great
believer in unstructured scenes of this kind because
they looked natural.
Diderot's influence can be detected with near 
certainty in a slightly earlier painting, Andromache 
Mourning over Hector's Corpse from 1783. Using the 
dramatic possibilities of chiaroscuro David led the 
viewer' s eye to the mourning Andromache and her young 
son rather than to the dead hero. The painting's theme 
was the grief of a wife and mother and not Hector's 
heroic death. In this painting David seems to have 
achieved the greatest dramatic impact allowed by the 
Academy's theories. Contemporary critics considered 
David's use of chiaroscuro in Andromache to be rather 
overdone.(5l) The Death of Socrates (1787) was
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undoubtedly inspired by Diderot's moving description of 
this scene in his Discours sur la poesie dramatique and 
his advice to artists to use it as a subject for their 
work.
The Oath of the Horatii had already raised eyebrows 
among the Academy establishment. David's Brutus (ill. 6) 
of 1789 did even more to create animosity between the 
artist and his colleagues. Like his previous painting it 
showed a scene from the days of the Roman Kingdom, 
believed to be a model of simplicity and virtue as much 
as classical Greek society. The painting shows Brutus, 
the first consul, meditating darkly in his house after 
ordering the execution of his two sons in punishment for 
their betrayal of Rome. Behind him lictors are bringing 
in the sons' bodies for burial by the family. Brutus' 
wife and daughters greet the sight with dismay, while 
the consul himself seems completely oblivious to it. 
This time the critics did not doubt who the scene's 
protagonist was. It could only be the virtuous, self- 
effacing hero Brutus, whose story was well known, 
particularly through Voltaire's tragedy. However, if one 
had only the painting to judge from, it would be 
difficult to identify Brutus as the main character.
As in Andromache, David had made abundant use of 
the dramatic possibilities of chiaroscuro, but only to 
light fully the grieving women and the bodies of the
63
sons. Although placed in the foreground, Brutus remains 
in the dark, banished from his proper place at the 
centre of the painting's composition (and of his 
family), to a position on the left. Again the painter 
seems to have wanted to show the rifts which ostensibly 
virtuous behaviour, however valuable to the state and 
society, may cause within a family. The use of 
chiaroscuro in this painting was even more bitterly 
criticized than that in Andromache. Not wishing to 
concede the possibility that Brutus was not shown here 
as an exemplum virtutis, the critics' only conclusion 
could be that David had been even less successful in 
composing a history painting than he had in The Oath of 
the Horatii.
Puttfarken interpreted this as David's deliberate 
attempt to turn the Academy's teaching on its head. 
Instead of employing a painting's composition and 
lighting to clarify its meaning, he used them to 
discourage the viewer from making a hasty and simplistic 
interpretation.(52)
With the onset of Revolution David saw a chance for 
retribution against the Academy which had criticized his 
paintings so harshly. His membership of the radical 
Jacobin party led to its closure. The Jacobins used 
David's pre-revolutionary paintings to illustrate their 
own creed of unswerving patriotism, which should come
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before the love of one' s family. Doubtless they were 
attracted by the simplicity with which David had told 
the austere, sad stories of the Horatii and Brutus and 
added their own interpretation.
In his paintings made to serve the interests of the 
Jacobins, The Oath of the Tennis Court (1791-'92) and 
The Death of Marat (1793), David experimented with the 
realistic and yet elevated depiction of events from 
contemporary history. Napoleonic propaganda was also to 
make use of this kind of history painting. David's 
rendering of Napoleon's Sacre (1808) was his most 
important contribution. David's pupil Gros had 
unparalleled success in exploiting the demand for 
paintings celebrating Napoleon's battles. Both the 
Bourbon and the Orleanist regimes ordered many paintings 
of events from modern French history. The prejudice of 
the Academy could not prevent this becoming the most 
common form of history painting by 1835. In slightly 
over a century, history painting had evolved from an 
elitist, intellectually demanding form of art, depicting 
events from the distant past, to a vivid and realistic 
rendering of events from contemporary history, often 
created for overtly propagandist purposes.
In the works which he did not make to serve the 
interests of the Jacobin party or Napoleon but created 
on his own initiative, David's manner also changed. The
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Intervention of the Sabine Women (1799) and Leonidas at
Thermopylae (Salon of 1814), both started after 
Robespierre's downfall which ended David's active 
involvement with Jacobin politics, showed the influence 
of Winckelmann to a far greater degree than his previous 
work. After years of study, and first finding his 
inspiration in the Roman bas-relief and the chiaroscuro 
of Caravaggio, David had finally learned to make full 
use of the principles of ancient Greek art. He himself 
commented that this was the reason why he had omitted 
any concrete action from his depiction of Leonidas. The 
portrayal of an action would have necessitated the use 
of peinture d'expression, the theatrical grimacing which 
he now saw as one of the most important flaws of The 
Oath of the Horatii. Although we cannot be sure of this, 
David may already have been influenced by Lessing around 
1800, when he planned Leonidas. Leonidas describes the 
atmosphere in the Spartan camp as the Spartans, under 
their king Leonidas, prepare for their last disastrous 
battle against the far stronger Persian army under 
Xerxes in 480 BC. According to his pupil Delecluze, 
David wanted to express the deep, majestic and religious 
feelings inspired by patriotism.(53) The violent, 
emotional conflicts visible in his earlier works had no 
part in this later, enigmatic painting.
In his later years David came to mistrust both the
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peinture d'expression used by Boucher and VanLoo, and
Diderot's plea for a more natural use of mime. Both
kinds of peinture d'expression aimed to maximize their
emotional appeal. Around 1800 David seems to have
learned to appreciate the simplicity of free-standing 
Greek sculpture. In contrast to French art of the
eighteenth century it invited contemplation and an
intellectual response. Critics noted that the figures 
depicted in both The Sabine Women and Leonidas could be 
admired in their own right as perfect copies of
classical works of art, and that they could not detect 
the unity of action which would invite an immediate 
emotional response in either.(54) By now, David was
demanding that the visual arts show beauty and dignity 
for their own sake. In later chapters I will return to 
both The Sabine Women and Leonidas, since they were of 
far greater importance for the appreciation of David's 
work in the years after his exile and death than his 
successes of the pre-revolutionary period.
The eighteenth century saw the rise of drame 
bourgeois, which experimented with realistic, non- 
hierarchical scenes. In his two great successes of the 
1780's, The Oath of the Horatii and Brutus, David tried 
to emulate these values. The subjects of the two 
paintings, although taken from antiquity, seem to have 
been chosen for the scope they allowed for reflecting
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eighteenth-century concerns. Both show the conflict 
between social duties and domestic happiness and the 
compositions of both paintings make it impossible to 
choose between the two. On the contrary, the peinture 
d'expression and the composition used serve to bring the 
conflict home to the viewer. The influence of Dubos' and 
Diderot's demand for didactic art with direct sensuous 
and emotional appeal is clearly visible.
In both The Sabine Women and Leonidas, David seems 
to have adopted the far simpler expression demanded by 
Winckelmann. This simplicity did not seek an emotional 
response but allowed the viewer to contemplate and 
respond intellectually, judging a work of art mainly for 
its beauty, which was supposed to have an elevating 
effect in itself, without overt moralizing. It should be 
pointed out that David remained an adherent of the 
theory that Greek statues were inspired by reality 
throughout his life. He did not accept Quatremere de 
Quincy's theory of images being symbolic expressions of 
abstract ideas, although he appears to have come close 
to doing so in Leonidas.
A Brief Sketch of Developments during the 1820's
We finally come to the period which will concern us 
for the greater part of this book. David's influence was
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still strong during the Bourbon Restoration. Although 
the master himself was banished from France because he 
had voted for the execution of Louis XVI in 1793, his 
pupils continued to dominate the art scene. Gros in 
particular took it upon himself to defend David's 
interests after the painter had left for Brussels, his 
place of exile. He tried to secure David's return to 
Paris but his attempts to achieve reconciliation between 
David and the new government were thwarted by the master 
himself, who refused to write a letter asking 
forgiveness. David, a Parisian by birth, claimed to be 
perfectly happy in Brussels, enjoying a a more peaceful 
life there than had ever been possible when he was still 
living in France.(55) The Academie des beaux-arts, which 
had taken the place left open by the Academie royale, 
the Government and the liberal opposition all endorsed 
his perfect drawing of the human figure as the example 
for young artists to follow. His oldest and most famous 
pupils, Gros, Ingres, Gerard and Girodet received huge 
praise for following David's teaching and applying the 
valuable principles he taught them when developing a 
manner of their own.
David's teaching had been characterised by the same 
sense of realism, liveliness and authenticity visible in 
his most successful paintings. His pupils worked after 
both plaster and living models as was common practice.
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The originality of David's teaching lay in his asking 
models to assume a pose which suggested movement, for 
instance a man throwing a stone, which they could not 
possibly hold for more than a few minutes. In this way 
David's pupils learned to capture a momentary movement. 
David also took care to provide a variety of models by 
asking pupils whose build conformed more or less to 
classical standards to pose for their colleagues. His 
pupils often portrayed each other, in this way learning 
to depict different physionomies and expressions.(56) 
David's younger, less talented pupils hardly seem to 
have benefited from this teaching. They were accused of 
copying Greek statues and actors in their work, which 
was judged highly theatrical for this reason.(57) The 
charge of theatricality, once reserved for the Coypels 
and the VanLoos, was now also levelled at David's 
School. Life seemed to disappear from the works of 
David's pupils once their inspirational master had left 
the country. Indeed, some vehement critics of David's 
School, like Stendhal, claimed that the master's own 
work had lost its vitality by the time he painted The 
Sabine Women. Rather than find an alternative for the 
theatricality which Stendhal felt plagued French history 
painting of the eighteenth century, he alleged that 
David had himself introduced theatricality. David copied 
Greek statuary, admired for its simplicity of stance and
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expression, in a medium meant to depict dramatic
interaction between human beings. The figures in his
paintings therefore looked like old-fashioned and vain
actors, only interested in the impression made by their 
own speech and gestures. During the 1820's, French
theorists' demand for expression in art seemed to win 
back some ground from Lessing and Winckelmann's campaign 
for simplicity and beauty.
Most critics thought that a clear lesson could be 
drawn from the work of the untalented painters claiming 
to defend David's heritage during the 1820's. One should 
study the principles of classical art, which David had 
done almost half his life, and never literally copy 
either classical statues, David, or the poses of famous 
actors.
It should be clear that artists who wanted to draw 
attention to themselves during the Restoration period 
could best do so by creating works in a style which 
contrasted with the anaemic classicism of David's 
pupils. The realism which had never been completely 
absent from French art and which influenced even the 
defenders of the classical nude, now returned with a 
vengeance. The rivalry between classicism and Romanti- 
cism, which flared up around 1824, at first sight 
appears to have been a re-enactment of the conflict 
between the Poussinistes and Rubenistes, which took
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place at the end of the seventeenth century, when De 
Piles published his theory of the superiority of colour 
over line.
The need to create works which contrasted with 
those of the Davidiens was probably not the only reason 
why the young painters of the 1820's showed a renewed 
interest in colour. The public for which they catered 
was even bigger and more differentiated than that of the 
eighteenth century. French intellectual life was 
concentrated in Paris and the population of this city 
and its level of education were growing. This public 
loved the spectacular, realistic, and often trite 
melodramas staged at the new boulevard theatres, and 
shunned the performances of the seventeenth-century 
tragedies at the Theatre Frangais. It preferred 
illustrated novels, travel journals, histories, popular 
prints, sentimental genre and historical genre paintings 
to classical history paintings. It was spellbound by the 
new panorama and diorama. In order to capture this 
public's attention, writers and artists had to adopt 
many features of these popular art forms and probably 
took heed of De Piles' advice for luring the public to a 
painting with colour, beguiling work of the hand and 
realism. Peinture d'expression, which David had 
eliminated from his art around 1800, was now 
reintroduced by young painters wanting to exploit its
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emotional appeal, and the idea that a work of art should 
form a bridge between the artist's soul and that of the 
viewer was often repeated.
In De la litterature consideree dans ses rapports 
avec les institutions sociales, of 1800, Madame De Stael 
embraced the cultural relativism championed by the 
theorists of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries. Dubos in particular had stressed the 
importance of climate, surroundings and time on human 
thinking and culture. Mme De Stael concluded from this 
and Dubos' emphasis on art's emotional appeal that 
artists and writers should express the ideas and 
aspirations of modern man using concepts which could 
reach the imagination and the heart.
In De l'Allemagne, written in 1810 and first 
published in France in 1814, Madame De Stael described 
German culture, which was completely different in its 
origins and preoccupations from the classically-inspired 
culture of France. Classical culture was concerned with 
the appearance of things, with form and beauty. The 
expression of deep thoughts and emotions was 
subordinated to this and only permitted as long as it 
did not clash with the requirement for beauty and 
regularity in art and poetry. German culture and the 
cultures of the North in general were inspired by 
Christianity. External beauty was of little importance
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here. Christianity had brought with it a deep interest 
in the human soul and mind, and declared inner beauty to 
be more important than external beauty. Indeed, the two 
were often seen as contrasting or even incompatible. 
French artists and writers of the Restoration adapted 
Mme De Stael's cultural relativism, which had brought 
her into conflict with Napoleon when she defended the 
culture of a country which refused to be oppressed by 
Napoleonic France, but found it difficult to accept the 
strong anti-didactic and anti-utilitarian ideas also 
present in her work, which were inspired by Kant.(58)
Mme De Stael was not the only French author to
bring Christianity back into focus. Chateaubriand had
stressed the central role of the Church in the
development of European society and culture in Le genie 
du Christianisme from 1802. Interest in religion and 
spirituality was slowly gaining ground in France, while 
at the same time the status of classical art and culture 
as the universal standard began to erode. Napoleon 
himself actively endorsed spiritualist thinkers like 
Royer-Collard and fought against the influence of the 
ideologues, the followers of Locke's sensualism during 
the Revolution and its aftermath.
However, although the need for new spiritual values 
was felt by many intellectuals during Napoleon's time 
and the Restoration, they were too much children of the
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Revolution to seek it in established religion. Although 
the priest Lamennais would fight for a liberal stance 
for the church, the clergy's support for the Bourbons 
had greatly discredited it.
In Germany, the religious character of the new 
Romantic movement was of far greater importance than it 
would ever be in France. Schleiermacher in particular 
developed the idea of religion as a matter of feeling, 
of man uniting with the universe. In Germany, the 
spirituality of an agressive, militaristic France was 
probably seen as superficial at best.
The aspect of German thinking which is of immediate 
interest to us is the theorizing on the theatre which 
had taken place there and which was summarized by Mme De 
Stael. The French were deeply impressed by the 
devastating criticism delivered by August Wilhelm von 
Schlegel on French seventeenth century tragedy. It was 
precisely these works which were used by Napoleon to 
demonstrate the supremacy of French culture to the 
peoples living under French rule. Fine productions of 
the works of Racine and Corneille were put on, performed 
by the best artists(59) and Napoleon took the best 
actors, among them Talma, with him on his journeys as 
cultural ambassadors of France. Naturally they excelled 
in this repertory, which was seen as one of the great 
achievements of French civilization. Schlegel, analyzing
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French tragedy, judged it to be only a pale shadow of 
the Greek tragedy which it imitated, and rejected almost 
every rule which its French defenders like La Harpe 
still believed imperative. He shared Mme De Stael's idea 
that great art and literature had always sprung from the 
needs of the society and culture to which they belonged. 
In a review of Shakespeare' s dramas he placed the great 
playwright in the unpolished but vital culture of 
Elizabethan England.(60) The idea that painting and 
drama were essentially modern art forms because they 
could realistically show the complex emotions and 
relationships which existed within modern societies, 
helped to link his theories to those of Diderot and 
other French advocates of reform in art and theatre. As 
we have seen, Dubos' cultural relativism and his theory 
of art forming a bridge between the artist' s and the 
viewer's souls also resumed a central place in French 
thinking on art.
In this way, the French sensualism of the 
eighteenth century and the new theories of Schlegel and 
Mme De Stael were united as a battering ram against the 
defences of form and beauty constructed by La Harpe and 
the followers of Lessing and Winckelmann.
During the 1820's the lines of battle were drawn up 
between realism and expression on one side and form and 
idealization on the other. The pre-eminence of form and
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idealization were defended by conservative critics, who 
regarded the art of classical Greece as the ultimate
standard for all times, while the more progressive
critics believed a certain degree of realism in setting 
and facial expressions to be important in art which 
served the needs of a nineteenth century public. 
However, it should be noted that conservatism in
artistic matters often did not coincide with political 
conservatism. Many members of the liberal opposition
embraced classicism, while Victor Hugo, who started his 
literary career as a religious royalist was one of the 
poets to be influenced by Schleiermacher's mysticism. 
(61)
It is clear that only a few facets of Romanticism 
were emphasised in Restoration France. As the 
conservative critic Delecluze put it, German mysticism 
did not gain much ground in France because it was alien 
to the French mind, and the cynical Romanticism of Lord 
Byron, which aimed to deliberately shock the public, was 
embraced by only a few artists, like Delacroix. Both 
were of less significance than the simple French 
requirement for more realism in art, or in Delecluze's 
words, "the picturesque erudition of Walter Scott".(62) 
Indeed, this author's historical novels displayed a 
descriptive accuracy unknown in French literature until 
the 1820's, when many translations of Scott's novels
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were published. An array of novelists, playwrights and 
painters chose to imitate this realism, and Stendhal, 
author of Racine et Shakespeare (1823), one of the most 
important of the manifestoes to demand change in art and 
literature, appealed for the realistic depiction of 
subjects close to the heart of the Restoration audience. 
Napoleonic battles would be of particular interest to 
this public. The depiction of such events should be 
entrusted only to artists and writers in a position to 
portray the emotions of the soldiers through their own 
experience of warfare. Stendhal made this point because 
he had been an officer in the Napoleonic army and 
considered himself a good judge of the way in which 
these highly emotional subjects were rendered.
Most other critics and theorists of the 1820's only 
saw the dangers of painting in particular becoming too 
much an expression of the artist's own needs and 
emotions. Painters, they feared, would ultimately 
abandon the rules for composition, causing the public 
difficulty in understanding their work. Such a 
development would also lead to careless drawing which 
left gestures and facial expressions unintelligible and 
to indulgence in the development of a personal style, 
again at the expense of clarity. They were also 
concerned that artists would revert to imitating the 
colourist Schools, which had been fashionable during the
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first half of the eighteenth century and for which 
David's drawing had provided an antidote. These schools 
excelled in the realistic depiction of nature and 
anecdotal detail, but were believed incapable of 
elevated history painting. Stendhal shared most of these 
fears and his desire for personal expression in art was 
restricted to the choice of subject.
Art and theatre critics and theorists writing 
during the 1820's were confronted with a flood of works 
by young artists and writers, hoping to make their mark 
by flouting the demands which the former made of 
elevated art and literature. Theatre and Salon criticism 
was the central arena in which the battle between the 
champions of form and ideal and the modernists who 
defended realism and expression was fought out. Only a 
few of the critics believed that they could stop the 
rising tide of innovation and realism by simply holding 
up the standard of the classical nude. Quatremere de 
Quincy and Delecluze represented this small but vocal 
group. Most others believed that the realism and 
interest in expression visible in the works of the 
playwrights Hugo and Dumas and the painters Gericault, 
Delacroix, Sigalon and Scheffer could be beneficial if 
kept in check by respect for the rules of composition, 
the correct drawing taught by David and the need for 
beautification, in order not to shock the public. This
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meant that the works of David's most talented pupils, 
Gros in particular, as well as his own paintings, were 
held up to young artists.
Gros, who in his paintings Napoleon Visiting the 
Plague-House in Jaffa (1804) and Napoleon Visiting the 
Battlefield at Eylau (1808) had proved himself able both 
to idealize events from very recent history and to 
emulate colouristic Schools without becoming trite or 
unintelligible seemed an important example to follow. 
His works pointed young artists towards a juste milieu 
between the imitation of classical art and the unlimited 
freedom which they seemed to desire. In this way, the 
great tradition of the French School in painting could 
be maintained while at the same time room was left for a 
moderate degree of innovation.
The more it came under attack, the more the 
critics' preoccupation with the greatness of French art 
and culture grew. The last thing they wanted to see was 
a defeated France being culturally colonized by other 
European nations. Theatre critics would have loved to 
achieve the same balance between tradition and 
innovation as that visible in painting, but it was less 
easily identified in their art form. Napoleonic France 
had not yielded a playwright of the stature which Gros 
enjoyed as a painter. Budding playwrights could only 
laugh at the plays of authors like Casimir Delavigne,
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who combined elements from classical tragedy with a 
sometimes shocking realism in plays of debatable 
quality. Many better plays were never performed. For 
this reason the notion of juste milieu was developed 
further in art than in theatre-criticism and theory.
During the Restoration, most defenders of the 
standard of the classical nude believed it to be a 
depiction of reality or beautified reality and did not 
share Quatremere de Quincy's Platonic ideas. Needless to 
say, Platonism neither entered the minds of Stendhal and 
other defenders of realism in art. The debate on a juste 
milieu in art around 1824 was thus conducted between the 
defenders of an ideal of beauty which they believed to 
be firmly rooted in the reality of life in classical 
Greece, and defenders of modernism who used ideas 
already developed by Dubos and Diderot, believers in 
sensualism and didactic art.
In chapter two I will look at this debate on the 
juste milieu in art, and the way in which the theories 
valued by those taking part in it affected their 
judgment on David's art, and particularly the supposed 
absence of convincing peinture d'expression in The 
Sabine Women. It will be shown that the discussion on 
the juste milieu was very much a debate about the merits 
of David, who was regarded as the founder of the modern 
French School in painting, and whose perfect drawing was
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considered by most critics to be the only safeguard 
against the complete decline of this School. During the 
juste milieu debate his admirers tried to defend his 
drawing and teaching against the charge of 
theatricality, which had been levelled at David on the 
grounds of his growing interest in the beauty of 
classical statues and his pupils' imitation of the 
stances and gestures of actors. Stendhal, one of the 
most important participants in the juste milieu debate, 
was particularly vehement in his criticism of David's 
School. Others who defended David maintained that his 
work contained the natural and moving expression of 
emotions both the eighteenth-century sensualists and 
Stendhal wanted to see.
The notion of juste milieu can be used to cover a 
far wider range of ideas than those meant by the critics 
who tried to define a juste milieu in painting. The 
philosopher Victor Cousin is usually regarded as the 
spiritual father of the juste milieu concept. Cousin, 
who was a professor at the Sorbonne and the College de 
France, drew attention to himself in 1818 by setting out 
his eclectic philosophy to a young and enthusiastic 
audience. The lectures were not published until 1836, 
subtitled Du vrai, du beau et du bien. (63) The main 
attraction of his philosophy must have been that it 
promoted a new spiritualism for a generation which had
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lost contact with established religion. To achieve this, 
Cousin familiarized his listeners with Platonism and the 
idealism of Fichte and Hegel. These philosophers 
believed that ideas could not be judged through sensual 
perception of the world, but that all material things 
could only be understood as the expression of an idea. 
He combined these notions with the French philosophy of 
the seventeenth century, which had stressed logic and 
reason as the means to understand universal truths, the 
existence of God and the soul.
Cousin's eclecticism combined the best aspects of 
existing philosophies to create a new system of thought, 
which could therefore unfortunately not boast much 
originality. The same basic eclecticism also guided the 
founders of the July Monarchy. The juste milieu which 
reigned during the July Monarchy was simply a 
combination of the achievements of the French 
Revolution, i.e. democratic government and the protec- 
tion of civil rights, with the most important supposed 
virtue of the Ancien Regime, namely the disinterested 
monarch standing above all fractious interests and 
uniting the people. During the Restoration Cousin 
belonged to the liberal opposition. Many of the 
sensualists whose thinking had inspired the 
Revolutionaries of 1789 had supposed that the self and 
self-interest were the basis of all human action. In
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reaction to this, many liberals of the 1820's contended 
that society needed a higher principle to give it shape, 
like the monarchy or the church to bind the people 
together, and feared the dictatorship, atheism and 
bloodshed of the Terror.(64)
Liberalism's strong humanitarian sympathies and 
belief in religious and political tolerance gained it 
the support of most reform-minded intellectuals of the 
Restoration. After the accession of the extremely 
conservative Charles X in 1824, liberalism soon 
attracted even Victor Hugo, who had lost faith in the 
Bourbons. We can therefore conclude that a strong 
idealism, seeking higher, abstract principles as a guide 
for life and society was always a main feature of post- 
Napoleonic liberalism. However, it will also be clear 
from the above that the Platonism propagated by Cousin 
had not yet assumed a role in the discussion on the 
juste milieu in painting which took place in 1824, 
although his eclecticism may have influenced some of the 
participants. In fact, it was probably the strongly 
humanitarian bent of liberal artists, critics and play- 
wrights, which made them embrace Dubos and Diderot's 
didacticism and reject Platonism and mysticism.
The standard used by the critics was not an 
abstract theory but the great artistic achievement of 
David and his pupils. To them juste milieu was embodied
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by the way in which Gros had combined beauty of form 
with the depiction of events from modern history which 
were of interest to every viewer. Their ideas were still 
largely based on those of the critics and theorists of 
the eighteenth century. Only Quatremere de Quincy 
believed that images should be the symbolic expression 
of an abstract idea. His incurable political and 
religious conservatism set him apart from almost all his 
colleagues and certainly from the hot-headed young 
artists who shocked the public with their unsettling 
depictions of recent dramatic events. However, the 
strong religious undertone of Gros' history paintings 
glorifying Napoleon's deeds made him acceptable even to 
Quatremere de Quincy.(65)
The conflicting demands for realism and 
spiritualism in Restoration thinking could not fail to 
clash eventually. In chapter three we will look first at 
the increasing realism in the composition of both 
paintings and plays. I will demonstrate that, 
particularly in painting, it served to counteract 
Lessing's interpretation of the ut pictura poesis 
theory, namely that art, which could only show one 
moment, should concentrate on beauty. Detractors of the 
compositional rules in painting were aware of David's 
originality in this field. Although his perfect drawing 
appealed to the conservative critics of the Restoration,
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those who favoured more freedom, particularly in the use 
of the unities, could also point to his work as an 
authoritative example.
At the end of the Restoration period, those
protesting against the realism now making inroads into 
painting and theatre still outnumbered those in favour 
of it. Stendhal's Racine et Shakespeare appeared when 
realistic depictions of Napoleonic history were greatly 
in favour with the liberals, who adored the Napoleon of 
the Hundred Days. He had granted Frenchmen 
constitutional rights and liberties. When Victor Hugo's 
Preface de 'Cromwell', which also appealed for realism 
and art to serve the needs of its time, appeared in
1827, many critics and magazines who had formerly 
defended these two principles had already turned away 
from realistic composition and rejection of the unities 
in both art and literature. Indeed, Victor Hugo himself 
was not a naive believer in realism as such, but
asserted that the artist's subjective point of view 
should give the work its unity. (66) The sensitive and 
subjective artistic personality seems to play a more 
important role in Hugo's theorizing than it did in 
Stendhal's.
The desirability of catering for a non-intellectual 
public, with big, colourful, realistic paintings and
realistic historical drama was increasingly doubted.
86
Realism came to be seen as leading to superficiality, to 
art that gave the bare facts of an historical event 
without shedding light on its intrinsic meaning or the 
emotions of the persons involved. Modern history 
painting and the theatre were compared to the diorama 
and panorama, which were considered only as devices to 
baffle and thrill their audiences, not as instruments of 
intellectual elevation. Gradually, arguments derived 
from those used by Quatremere de Quincy and Cousin began 
to creep into both the debate on the degree of realism 
and expressiveness permissible in the depiction of the 
human figure and that on the appropriate degree of 
realism for a painting's composition.
The Revolution of 1830 served to dispel many 
illusions. The July Monarchy, although greeted with 
enthusiasm, quickly proved itself to be a regime lacking 
the humanitarianism which people had hoped it would 
bring. The rich were allowed to grow richer while the 
poor were left to their fate. Artists and writers 
attempting realism in their work were seen as the 
servants of a bored, rich, middle-class public which had 
no need for elevating art. The July Monarchy supported 
the juste milieu art and theatre of Delavigne and the 
painter Delaroche. They combined modern subjects with 
correctness of style and observance of the unities, not 
in order to preserve the greatness of French painting
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and theatre but simply to please a large, superficial 
public.
Critics of the July Monarchy and its artistic 
policies saw it defiling the juste milieu concept, which 
had been developed around 1824, in yet another way. One 
of the youngest participants in this debate, the 
journalist and politician Adolphe Thiers had wished to 
give artists full freedom to emulate whichever master of 
the past they admired as long as they retained the 
elegance and nobility of the figures painted by David. 
Thiers became a minister of the July Monarchy and it was 
perhaps his influence and that of king Louis-Philippe, 
who wanted to be seen as a liberal in artistic matters, 
which led the new regime to support every new direction 
in art which independent-minded artists developed.
It was not only the July Monarchy which seemed to 
degrade art, so too did the groups who opposed it. The 
Saint-Simonists and other utopian socialists had great 
faith in the didactic art which the sensualists of the 
eighteenth century had also championed. They believed 
that art and science should work together for art to 
have the maximum impact on its viewers. For instance, 
artists were directed to take panorama painters, who 
were seen as craftsmen, as their example.
With the beginning of the l'art pour l'art movement
the outlook for French art seemed even more bleak to
many critics. In a later chapter we will examine the 
debt which this theory owed to Cousin; for the moment it 
is enough to note that Theophile Gautier, one of its 
most important representatives, did not believe in 
elevated, didactic or useful art, but only in art which 
pleased, and served no purpose at all. He was also one 
of the first art critics to believe that artists should 
express their personal, subjective view of things and 
interpret the world around them through the microcosm of 
their own selves. For critics adhering to the ideal of 
an elevated French School whose purpose was to serve the 
nation, this idea would always be unacceptable. Both 
Hugo's and Gautier's thinking showed the influence of 
those aspects of Madame De Stael's ideas, subjectivism 
and anti-didacticism, which their contemporaries had 
largely failed to take up during the Restoration.
However, the most important reason for art critics 
to turn to the Platonist and semi-religious ideas of 
Cousin and Quatremere de Quincy was probably the 
publication of Auguste Comte's books on positivist 
philosophy during the 1830's. The relationship between 
many of his ideas and those defended by the sensualists 
was clear. Comte believed observation and use of the 
intellect to be the only true sources of knowledge, and 
rejected the search for God and abstract principles.
To many observers this philosophy seemed to fit the
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materialistic and superficial nineteenth century 
perfectly. The reaction of many intellectuals of the 
July Monarchy was to reassess the spiritual values 
offered by Cousin as well as established religion. Many 
of those who had witnessed the Revolution of 1789 saw a 
real threat to society in the growth of utopian 
socialism and positivism, and the increasing super- 
ficiality and selfishness of the citizens of their time. 
They believed that the terrible events which took place 
during this first revolution might be repeated if these 
tendencies were not resisted.
Delecluze, one of the most important and most 
conservative critics of the July Monarchy, and a man 
traumatized by the Terror, was also the foremost 
observer to embrace the Platonism of Quatremere de 
Quincy. He believed in paintings as easily 
understandable symbolic expressions of religious or 
moral truths and vehemently attacked the drama and 
peinture d'expression which Dubos and Diderot had 
encouraged because it could never help the viewer to 
experience deep religious feeling. Chapter five is 
entirely devoted to Delecluze's views and his 
interpretation of David's reasons for eventually 
condemning as theatrical the peinture d'expression so 
loved by his contemporaries. Delecluze lifted the debate 
between those wishing for realism and lifelike
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expression of the emotions in art and those defending 
beauty of form to a level which it had failed to reach 
during the 1820's. He spoke for the tendency which 
longed for the supposedly simple life of the Middle- 
Ages, when art symbolized values understood and shared 
by everyone, and attacked the weakness of contemporary 
art which had nothing to communicate since a faith which 
united all the members of a society no longer existed. 
Although he never ceased to defend the great David, it 
will be seen that his reasons for taking this 
conservative point of view were those of a man steeped 
in the Romanticism of Chateaubriand and Mme De Stael.
The last chapter of this thesis will be devoted to 
the works of Gustave Planche. Planche is often bracketed 
together with the conservative art critics of the July 
Monarchy but his critical essays are seen in a new light 
when compared with those of Delecluze, against whom he 
fought a life-long battle. Although he was one of the 
most astute critics of the art and society of his time, 
he at first only partly accepted the Platonism of Cousin 
and retained his attachment to the sensualism of Dubos. 
For a long time he believed in peinture d'expression and 
drama and as such he naturally came into conflict with 
Delecluze. Only late in his career, after the Revolution 
of 1848 and the coup d'etat of Napoleon III did this 
critic, who had been a young man in 1830, fully accept
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Cousin's Platonism. Thus, in Planche's case, we again 
see growing resentment over developments in society 
finally leading him to refute Aristotelian art theory 
and to accept the idea of art as the simple expression 
of universal truths, giving modern society back 
something of the simplicity, stability and unity which 
it so patently lacked.
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CHAPTER 2 DAVID, LESSING 
GROUND; The Discussion 
Theatricality around 1824
AND THE SEARCH FOR MIDDLE 
on David's Drawing and
Introduction
Almost all critics of the Restoration period 
believed that history painting needed to be open to new 
ideas and yet hold on to its traditions if it was to 
maintain its position as the most important art form in 
France.
Most critics thought that the human figure as 
depicted in art should retain a certain degree of 
idealization. However, the literal copying of Greek 
statues which was central to the teaching of young 
painters, had become highly controversial. Although 
copying was practised in every studio, David's powerful 
influence on art teaching was blamed for the prominence 
which copying still had in French artists' education.
This chapter will describe the efforts made to 
reassess the degree of idealization and realism visible 
in David's drawing, particularly in the years around 
1824, by critics who saw the need for a rejuvenation of 
French history painting and who still attached great 
value to David's example in drawing the human figure.
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The concept of theatricality played a crucial role in 
this discussion.
Lessing's attack on the concept of ut pictura
poesis, which also played a significant role at the 
time, forms part of this debate. Should artists try to 
depict nature at its most beautiful and therefore avoid 
showing intricate, deeply emotional scenes or the climax 
of an event, as Lessing had contended, or should they 
remain faithful to the French tradition of Dubos and 
Diderot, which had reached them partly through the work 
of Mme De Stael. Dubos and Diderot wanted didactic art 
that could move them. Critics who sympathised with 
Lessing's view believed that the beauty and muted
expression of art should have an elevating effect. An
important but until now overlooked group of critics
tried to find the middle ground between these two 
theories and between David and the new "Romantic 
School". It was probably they who developed the concept 
of juste milieu art which achieved great importance and 
was vociferously attacked under the July Monarchy.
Unity and The Intervention of the Sabine Women
The discussion sketched above centres on The
Intervention of the Sabine Women, (Salon of 1799; ill.
7) , one of David's most famous paintings. The story
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depicted is that of the Sabine women, abducted by the 
Romans for wives. After two years of hesitation, the 
Sabines finally decided to attack Rome and fetch them 
back. However, after initially despairing at their fate 
the women had resigned themselves and found happiness 
with their new Roman husbands and the children born from 
these marriages. When the Sabines attacked, Hersilia, 
the wife of Romulus, spoke for the women, chiding the 
Sabines for failing to come to their aid sooner, and 
told them that they were now too late. The Sabine women 
would remain in Rome. With this speech Hersilia managed 
to separate the hostile parties and persuade the Sabines 
to go home. David's image of woman restoring harmony did 
not fail to find resonance with a public weary of the 
Revolutionary bloodshed which had driven families apart. 
The painting seemed an answer to The Oath of the Horatii 
and Brutus, used by the Jacobins to illustrate their 
merciless view of duty.
However, David's beautiful figures in The Sabine 
Women, which were based on Greek statuary, lacked the 
unity of action which would have made the composition 
coherent. Although The Sabine Women had a clear 
protagonist in the pleading Hersilia, the reactions of 
the Romans and Sabines to her speech were thought highly 
incongruous. The Sabines, on the left, seem to be 
preparing to fight, while the Romans, moved by
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Hersilia's speech, are already returning their swords to 
their sheaths and leading their horses away. David was 
accused of having depicted several moments from the 
action simultaneously, and of failing to relate all of 
the secondary figures to that of Hersilia. Only a few 
critics, like Chaussard, suggested that David had tried 
to express the moment of tension before the decision to 
stop fighting was reached.(l) Those defending the 
painting during the 1820's often repeated this 
contention.
As in David's other work, the isolation of persons 
and groups seemed an obstacle to unity. The way in which 
David rendered the Roman chief Romulus particularly 
annoyed the critics. Naked and vulnerable, he looked 
more like a figure on an Etruscan vase than the epitome 
of a Roman warrior. David seemed to have been more 
concerned to show his godlike beauty than to relate him 
to the action.(2)
As we will see, this criticism was often repeated 
during the Napoleonic years and the Restoration. Before 
going into this it is necessary to make clear David' s 
intention in painting the naked soldiers in The Sabine 
Women. In his explanation of the work, the painter again 
demonstrates his faith in the theory that antique art 
reflected ”les moeurs antiques”, declaring his intention 
to paint them in The Sabine Women in such a way that
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even the Greeks and Romans would attest to the accuracy 
of the work if they could see it. (3) He therefore took 
pains to master the secrets of antique art. In spite of 
David's explanation, some critics saw in The Sabine 
Women only a set of beautiful but isolated copies of 
Greek statues. David was even accused of being unable to 
paint anything from memory or imagination.
Guizot
In his Salon of 1810 and an essay dating from 1816, 
Guizot was the first critic to identify the copying of 
isolated antique works of art as the most serious flaw 
in David's work and that of other, contemporary painters 
such as Guerin. (4) Guizot, who was influenced by 
Lessing's theories, stated that all forms of art, not 
just poetry and the visual arts, differed in their aims 
and means. In his opinion David had shown himself unable 
to separate the characteristics of painting and 
sculpture and his work therefore possessed a highly 
theatrical character.(5)
Guizot identified theatricality most clearly in the 
depiction of single figures. He argued that gesture and 
expression in statues were different from those seen in 
paintings, because statues were not part of an action, 
whereas figures in paintings were.(6) Figures copied
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from sculpture looked like actors assuming interesting 
poses. Moreover, unable to use expression to complement 
an event, sculptors were tempted to give their figures 
the kind of expression which could be understood in its 
own right, using the bearing of human bodies and the 
state of their muscles to suggest movement and gesture. 
Guizot also accused painters who copied works of 
sculpture of neglecting depth and perspective. He 
claimed that they copied only one side of three- 
dimensional statues, so that their two-dimensional 
figures looked liked cut-outs. He charged that they were 
incapable of creating spatial relationships between the 
figures in their paintings and asserted that nudity, 
though acceptable in statues, was incongruous in figures 
which formed part of an action.(7)
Guizot proposed a drastic remedy for the flaws of 
French painting of his time. He advised painters to 
visit the Louvre to study the paintings of the Venetian 
School so that they might learn about aerial 
perspective, the effect of light and colour on surfaces, 
the softening of the contours of human forms through 
their contact with the surrounding atmosphere, and the 
depiction of "modern" stories and costumes. Guizot 
suggested Tasso and Ariosto as sources for history 
painters and praised artists who experimented with new 
kinds of history painting. He specifically pointed to
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the genre troubadour, the small, sentimental, genre-like
pictures of medieval and sixteenth-century history which 
the Empress Josephine collected, and to Napoleonic 
battle-paintings. Guizot preferred small canvases for 
all subjects necessitating the portrayal of non- 
classical costume because the distortions of the human 
figure and the restrictions on movement it caused would 
be less conspicuous in small paintings. (8) He felt that 
a small canvas could contain a large number of small 
figures painted without too much "finish", while a 
larger painting could depict only a few persons, with 
all the details of their expression and costume shown.
Guizot warned painters not to imitate Greek art but 
to study its beauty and the artistic principles on which 
it was based. He thought that this would help modern 
artists to produce history painting for their own time, 
whilst staying true to the roots of their art. (9) He 
firmly believed that the society in which Greek art had 
flourished was the most perfect society which had ever 
existed, and that attempts to imitate its beauty in the 
corrupt society of his day had led to highly 
unsatisfactory results. Guizot was clearly a disciple of 
the cultural relativism of Mme De Stael and Schlegel.
Many of Guizot's critical remarks were developed 
further during the 1820's by critics who wished to see 
reform in history painting. Like David before him,
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Guizot did not advocate absolute freedom in painting, 
but only freedom from the Academy' s precepts and 
teaching of his time. He believed that David's once 
revolutionary return to Greek art had degenerated into a 
teaching discipline as suffocating as the one against 
which the painter had rebelled. Absolute freedom could 
not be David and Guizot's aim, because they both still 
believed that history painting could and should play a 
leading part in the life of the nation and, in view of 
its importance, should be the medium in which ideas 
which would influence the future development of the 
French School should be tried out. Its very seriousness 
would discourage a too-ardent quest for originality.
Painters who rejected David's School during the 
1820's seem to have followed Guizot's advice to study 
the Venetian paintings in the Louvre and, flying in the 
face of the opinions held by Quatremere de Quincy's 
Academy, came to see every national School as worthy of 
emulation. This development was certainly not foreseen 
or desired by Guizot, nor was it accepted by the 
majority of critics writing in the 1820's. Imitating 
several Schools they thought would cause painters to 
choose technical perfection as their main aim, an 
approach which was not compatible with the intellectual 
character of French art. Indeed, even David's imitation 
of Greek art was increasingly criticized on these
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grounds during the Restoration and later periods.(1O) 
Nowhere in his essays did Guizot display any intention 
of dispensing with the three unities and the idealized 
depiction of the human body.
Theatricality within the French School
1820's critics were severe in their judgements on 
the works of David's younger pupils which were exhibited 
during this period. Unlike Gerard, Girodet, Gros and 
Ingres they were dismissed as having failed to develop 
their own manner, only managing to produce pale 
imitations of David's works.(ll) Guizot's arguments 
against copying classical art had by now been accepted 
by many critics. They accused David's pupils of
theatrical painting, while excepting David himself from 
this criticism.
During the Restoration, critics often used the term 
theatrical in its literal sense, whereas Guizot had
mainly meant that figures in paintings based on Greek 
statues seemed to pose rather than to take part in an
event. Critics now accused David's pupils of copying the
stances and gestures seen in the theatre, while at the 
same time trying to persuade the public that this was 
appropriate for history painters.(l2) As we have seen, 
theatricality was regarded as the main feature of the
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figures in history paintings created under the influence 
of the Coypels, and David himself was eventually to 
criticize as theatrical his earlier works The Oath of 
the Horatii and Brutus, which were influenced by Dubos 
and Diderot. However, his own admiration for Greek 
statuary, clearly demonstrated by The Sabine Women, and 
his pupils' imitation of scenes from the stage would 
attract charges of theatricality against him and his 
School. During the 1820's it must have seemed that the 
French history painting of the preceding hundred years 
had a tendency towards theatricality for which even 
David's works had proved only a temporary cure.
Critics of this tendency argued with Guizot, and 
ultimately with Lessing, that for every art form there 
was a different way of achieving an attractive work. The 
realistic style of acting so vocally championed by 
Diderot was still rare in France during the 1820's. The 
oldest and most important French theatre company, the 
Comedie Frangaise, still cherished many features of the 
declamatory acting style which Diderot had denounced. 
During the 1820's the symmetrical and hierarchical 
grouping of actors on stage and emphatic gesture were as 
common as they had been a hundred years earlier. (l3) In 
fact, artists who faithfully reproduced this kind of 
stage composition and the limited number of gestures and 
facial expressions in the repertoire of the actors could
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not have produced interesting paintings.
The mime and pantomime of actors was not only 
limited but was meant purely for the stage, not for 
other art forms. It was pointed out that stage gestures 
and facial expressions served to emphasise the text and 
not to replace it, as they did in painting. They would 
last for only a moment, while a gesture in a painting 
would be seen by generations of observers. Moreover, 
critics were inclined to allow actors a small degree of 
exaggeration, because their gestures had to bridge the 
distance between stage and audience. They insisted that 
this would look totally out of place in a painting, 
where only gestures studied from nature could work.(14) 
Critics particularly mistrusted the fashionable habit of 
contemporary actors like Talma, who were inspired by 
writers on classical art and would copy the stance of a 
famous classical statue, holding this attitude for 
several seconds during an important moment of the play. 
Attitudes were considered by the critics to be totally 
unsuitable for copying in paintings. Artists, they felt, 
would compound the fault of borrowing an exaggerated 
gesture from an entirely different art form with a total 
inability to make the figure form part of an action.(15)
On this view, David's pupils, who imitated other 
art forms instead of working out their own ideas within 
the scope and confines of painting, were not fit to lead
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the French School of history painting.
Problems Caused by History Paintings with Modern 
Subjects
Theatricality was not the only problem facing art 
critics of the Restoration period. They were also 
confronted with a new generation of painters who tried 
to create history paintings without idealising the human 
figure. Delacroix was the most prominent example. He was 
criticized for his poor drawing, which left the anatomy 
and facial expressions of the figures shown in The 
Massacre of Chios (1824), The Execution of the Doge 
Marino Faliero (1826) and The Death of Sardanapalus 
(1827), ugly and difficult to understand.
It was not only Delacroix's work but also the rest 
of the growing tide of history paintings with modern or 
unconventional subjects which worried the critics. 
Moreover, while theatricality was despised by all of 
them, they were divided over the problems caused by 
depicting subjects from modern history. The main problem 
facing the critics was contemporary painters' love of 
anecdote. They considered anecdotal subjects incapable 
of inviting meditation on universal values or 
beauty.(l6)
For the time being, we will address a problem which
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had already occupied Guizot and was directly related to 
the triviality of history paintings with modern 
subjects, the need to depict modern, i.e. non-classical 
costume. Any costume which was not classical or directly 
influenced by classical dress conventions was generally 
considered to restrict the body's freedom of movement, 
and even worse, to distort its contours. (l7) Modern 
costume was therefore seen to detract from the nobility 
of bearing which was traditionally demanded of figures 
in a history painting. This failing was attributed to 
all European clothing worn from the late Middle Ages 
until the nineteenth century. It was often thought that 
artists who portrayed modern European costume in their 
works were assailing the high standards of drawing 
expected of the history painter. They were mainly 
interested in rendering beautiful tissues and jewelry 
and as such their work was to be admired for its 
superficial beauty, the way in which the materials were 
depicted and much less for the representation of the 
human figure.(l8) Moreover, modern costume limited the 
expression of emotions to gestures of the hand and 
facial expression. This in turn led to the exaggeration 
so despised by critics of the Rococo history painting 
produced by the Coypels and VanLoos. (l9) The 
theatricality of these paintings was partly seen by 
critics as the inevitable result of modern dress.
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Although the argument about the depiction of modern
costume might seem relatively minor, it must be 
remembered that it rested on several deeper conflicts. 
These were the disagreement between Lessing's followers 
and defenders of Dubos and Diderot, and the related 
dispute, stirred up by Mme. De Stael in De l'Allemagne, 
centering on the contrast between classical art, the 
depiction of beautiful form, and Christian art, the 
expression of inner nature. As we have seen, most 
critics writing during the Restoration felt that the 
intellectualism and didacticism of French elitist 
culture would be threatened by Mme. De Stael's theories. 
The propagandist and didactic nature of French history 
painting discouraged critics of the Restoration from 
straying from well-marked paths. For this reason, 
discussion of form and expression was deliberately 
restricted by most critics to the relative virtues of 
classical and modern costume, and remained within the 
traditional mimetic concept of peinture d'expression. 
Many critics, Guizot among them, thought that history 
painting using modern subjects could become a worthy 
addition to the French School, if only painters could be 
satisfied by working on the small canvases traditionally 
reserved for genre pictures. As explained above, the 
reason for favouring smaller canvases was the hope that 
stiff gesture and grimaces and ungainly modern costumes
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would not offend the eye as much when reduced as they 
would in a large painting. When it came to clarity of 
composition, painters of small canvases were allowed 
more freedom than those creating large works. Critics 
considered small-sized paintings ideal for the depiction 
of scenes containing many figures, because they would
prevent the eye from losing sight of the overall
composition. They observed that in The Massacre of
Chios, a large, crowded painting, the viewer could see 
no further than the first row of figures, and was left 
to wonder as to the work's overall composition.(20)
In spite of negative attitudes towards the use of 
modern subjects, painters were fascinated by them. 
David's pupil Gros set the standard for the genre in his 
works celebrating Napoleon. He understood that large 
history paintings of events which had taken place in 
recent years should conform to many of the traditional 
standards for history painting, in order to impress 
contemporary and later audiences. Gros' pictures are 
therefore realistic only at first sight. When we look at 
them more closely we gradually come to appreciate the 
debt they owe to the Academy's theory of history 
painting. Napoleon Visiting the Plague House of Jaffa 
(ill. 8) illustrates this perfectly. Its famous subject 
is Napoleon touching a plague victim, unafraid of 
catching the disease. The Middle-Eastern setting and the
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contemporary French uniforms worn by Napoleon and his 
officers are depicted realistically but Gros has taken 
great care to lead the viewer' s eye to Napoleon, a 
heroic-looking figure in the centre of the composition. 
By displaying admiration and fear, those present at the 
scene underline Napoleon's heroism. Gros also clearly 
shows how he has benefited from David's drawing lessons, 
while at the same time developing his own manner, closer 
to the soft contours of the Venetian School. In his 
Sacre paintings David explored the possibilities of 
large-scale history paintings with modern subjects in
his own way. Because their subjects were of national
interest and because David and Gros both tried to
maintain the highest standards of composition and
drawing, these works were quickly accepted as 
representatives of a new and valuable current in French 
history painting. Indeed, when Napoleon established the 
prix decennaux in 1810, Gros' Jaffa was the first to win 
the prize in the category for sujets honorables pour le 
caractere national. The existence of this separate 
category indicates how difficult the position of the new 
genre still was. In the same year, David's Sabine Women 
was also awarded a first prize in the history painting 
category for the way in which the painter had managed to 
combine ideal and truth in this work.(2l) The superior 
merit of both paintings did not go unchallenged.
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Restoration critics were preoccupied with the way in 
which ideal and truth should be combined in history
painting. Although many of them, with the exception of a 
few staunch royalists, were now prepared to accept
Jaffa, The Sabine Women, which was seen as the most 
important work of the foremost exponent of the modern 
French School, remained a difficult case.
In fact, for critics writing during the Restoration 
most paintings in the new genre remained a threat
because they might lead painters to neglect drawing 
nudes and instead to focus their attention on emphatic 
peinture d'expression. When, at the Salon of 1824
Delacroix, Scheffer, Sigalon and others showed how far 
history painting could deviate from established 
tradition, critics were quick to attack them. However, 
only a few critics were uncompromisingly opposed to a 
larger role for expression and modern costume in history 
painting. Most thought these innovations acceptable to a 
degree, if only painters would not lose sight of David's 
masterful drawing. Most of them defended classical 
culture as the model of perfection and harmony, after 
Winckelmann and Lessing. Only a few, Stendhal being the 
most important, championed non-classical art, which set 
out to faithfully reflect the feelings of the far-from- 
perfect human beings of modern times. A small but 
important group of critics chose to combine some of
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Lessing's ideas with those of Dubos and Diderot, the 
advocates of expressive art.
A Lessing Follower: Delecluze
Delecluze was a pupil of David, a well-known member 
of the liberal opposition at the time of the 
Restoration, an art critic for Le Moniteur in 1819, and 
later for the Journal des Debats, a newspaper which 
drifted towards opposition during the 1820's. As we will 
see in a later chapter, Quatremere de Quincy's 
Platonism, which denied history painting the ability to 
express a subject's beau moral, slowly gained influence 
on his thinking. During the Restoration period 
Delecluze's theories were still mostly based on those of 
Lessing: painters should limit themselves to the 
celebration of the beautiful naked human body. Delecluze 
would always believe that most great artists had based 
their concept of the beauty of the human body mainly on 
the reality of their own time or of the past.
The Salon of 1824 confronted Delecluze with the 
existence of two artistic systems which were to him 
equally false. One was the system adhered to by David's 
pupils, which was primarily concerned to beautify their 
paintings of scenes from modern or ancient history, by 
emulating movements and gestures from the theatre.
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Delecluze, although conservative in his views, accused 
them of a lack of originality and daring. Instead of 
searching for gestures to suit their subjects, David's 
pupils took the risk-free route of copying gestures 
already accepted by the public.
Delecluze contrasted David's pupils to those who 
portrayed reality without idealizing the forms or 
softening the horrors shown in their work. He simply 
could not accept Sigalon's Locuste, Delacroix's Massacre 
of Chios and Scheffer's Death of Gaston de Foix. The 
three painters, Delacroix in particular, believed they 
had the right to confront the public with history 
paintings which were the uncensored expression of their 
thoughts. Delecluze felt it necessary to issue a warning 
in the face of this growing desire for self-expression 
and the still-strong influence of Dubos and Diderot. 
Following Batteux he claimed that in history painting 
the artist could not communicate directly with the 
viewer's mind but must first enchant his eyes by 
softening and beautifying his subject. In his view it 
was the way the artist rendered his subject, not the 
subject itself which made an artist worthy of the mantle 
of the history painter.(22)
Delecluze pointed to the example of David, who had 
followed the Greeks in their quest for beauty like no 
other modern painter. However, modern France posed
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considerable problems for this approach. Like 
Winckelmann, Delecluze believed that the Greek climate 
and simplicity of life and culture had resulted in 
nobility of bearing, restrained gesture and muted 
expressiveness of the body. Examples of this noble 
simplicity were not to be found in the France of 1824. 
The rich and educated classes were too civilized to 
behave naturally and being poor in France almost 
invariably meant being a victim of oppression. Needless 
to say, Delecluze believed that oppression bred vice and 
ugliness, not beauty.
During a journey to Italy in 1823, Delecluze had 
observed farmers and fishermen, simple people living 
close to nature like the ancient Greeks. At the Salon of 
1824, Schnetz and Leopold Robert won his praise by 
depicting scenes from the life of Italian rural folk. 
Delecluze stated that these beautiful people were in no 
way idealized, adding that Italian history painters had 
never needed to idealize the figures in their paintings. 
Simply reproducing on canvas their models' appearance 
and behaviour yielded the results for which they were 
still deservedly famous. He concluded that realism in 
history painting, which was the rule in Italy, was 
impossible in France.(23)
Robert and Schnetz would remain popular artists 
throughout the Restoration and the reign of Louis-
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Philippe. Delecluze was not the only art critic to hold 
up their works as fine examples of classical perfection 
in depicting the human body, modernized and enlivened 
with a strong dose of realism. The latter features made 
them acceptable to a nineteenth century audience used to 
truthful images.(24)
In his Salon of 1827, Delecluze tried to define the 
currents present in French painting of that time. He 
distinguished four, naming them after the divisions of 
French politics: extreme right (David's pupils), centre 
right (Robert and Schnetz), centre left (Scheffer, 
Delaroche, Deveria and others) and extreme left 
(Delacroix and Sigalon).(25) He was pleased to note that 
most artists siding with Delacroix in 1824 had heeded 
the critics' warnings, and had returned to less horrific 
subjects and more accurate drawing than were on display 
at the Salon of that year. Although, as we have seen, 
Delecluze disliked the works of David's less talented 
pupils as much as any critic and approved of the balance 
found by Scheffer and his acolytes, he could accept 
modern subjects in history painting only when they did 
not endanger the high standards of drawing imposed on 
the French School by David. In fact he would have 
preferred French painters to have resisted the 
temptation of painting modern subjects and costume 
altogether.
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Being a firm believer in the theory that non- 
classical costume restricted free movement and 
expression of the body, Delecluze only grudgingly 
accepted some paintings with subjects from modern 
history whilst rejecting others completely. In 1824, 
Baron Gerard exhibited a large painting showing Louis 
XIV naming his grandson as the future king of Spain in 
the presence of Spanish diplomats and French courtiers. 
Delecluze considered Gerards impressive talent entirely 
wasted on this painting, which had been commissioned by 
the king. The protagonist could not be shown performing 
an interesting action, and the subject had the 
additional disadvantage of requiring the portrayal of 
seventeenth-century French and Spanish court dress, 
which caused bodies and faces to disappear under stiff 
clothes, large wigs and hats and enormous quantities of 
lace.(26)
Although he ultimately rejected the painting, 
Delecluze was for a time less critical of Delaroche's 
Jeanne d'Arc in Prison, which was on view at the Salon 
of 1824. By choosing a subject from the early fifteenth 
century, Delaroche was able to depict clothing which did 
not deform the contours of the human body.(27) For 
Delecluze this work illustrated the principle mentioned 
earlier, that in history painting, as indeed in every 
other art form, considerations of form should prevail
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over the expression of an idea. In other words, if a 
subject would not show humanity at its most beautiful, 
painters should reject it.
Delecluze widened the scope of the discussion on 
form versus expression in an unpublished essay prompted
by his quarrel with Stendhal in 1824, one of the most
notorious of the conflicts between critics of the
day.(2 8)) In the essay he tried to define two
antithetical artistic systems which ruled the classical 
and the modern worlds. He christened them the Homeric 
and the Shakespearian systems. These two concepts crop 
up repeatedly in his published writings of the following 
years.
Following Lessing and Batteux's theory on art's 
ultimate aim, he claimed that the aim of the Homeric 
system was to please and that of the Shakespearian 
system to instruct. According to Delecluze the 
Shakespearian system was designed to express ideas about 
the good and bad, beautiful and ugly sides of human 
beings, and to increase the level of knowledge about the 
complexities and dangers of society. It did not need to 
soften and beautify situations and persons, preferring 
to show humanity as it was, "bien peu de chose". (29) 
Delecluze judged Delacroix to be the most important 
artist of his time using the Shakespearian system, 
perfectly illustrating its inapplicability to the visual
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arts.
The deformed and evil Richard III, depicted by 
Shakespeare in all his hideousness, was put forward by 
Lessing and Delecluze as the example of a Shakespearean 
stage figure not suitable as a subject for a painting or 
statue. Delecluze argued that during the course of 
Shakespeare's play the audience could get used to 
Richard's appearance. When seen in a painting, Richard 
would only shock viewers. (30) Delecluze was as aware as 
Lessing of the limitations of art as compared to poetry 
or the theatre. He believed that, since the visual arts 
could depict one moment only, the motionlessness seen in 
the simple gestures of the ancient Greeks would be 
pleasing in a painting.(3l) To the arguments already 
mentioned against copying theatrical gestures and scenes 
for paintings, he added a very significant one.
Delecluze feared that a theatrical gesture shown 
out of context in a painting would lose its original 
association with a passing sentiment expressed by an 
actor in the course of a play, and would become a sign 
which, not unlike an Egyptian hieroglyphic, signified a 
person's character and mental qualities, rather than his 
mood. The word hieroglyphic had been used by Diderot in 
his Lettre sur les sourds et muets. (32) Here Diderot 
again proclaimed the superiority of images over words 
when it came to reaching the public's soul. Every form
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of art had its own hieroglyphic to make emotions 
understood. A poet could relate an event in simple 
words, relying on the reader's associative powers to 
make their full emotional content clear. The painter, by 
being able to show the event itself, had even greater 
power over the viewer's feelings.
Diderot himself relied greatly on simple images and 
direct language to achieve the effects he intended. In 
this, and his plea for tolerating ugliness in works of 
art when this served the artists' needs, he was the 
precursor of the Romantic preference for le mot propre 
and for showing the uglier side of nature.
Diderot's attack on Batteux's concept of la belle 
nature which the latter suggested the artist should 
imitate was unacceptable to Delecluze. He also 
mistrusted Diderot's didactic purposes too deeply to 
believe that he would grant a viewer or reader any 
freedom in his interpretation of the images seen or 
described. Delecluze felt that this use of peinture 
d'expression as a sign language, like the use of modern 
costume would lead to the exaggerated expressiveness 
visible in Greuze's didactic genre paintings, so admired 
by Diderot. Because of the loss of artistic freedom and 
the calculation it involved, he believed it would 
degrade the art of painting facial expressions and 
gestures to a science.(33) As we shall see, Delecluze's
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opponent Stendhal was to accuse David's School of 
reducing drawing to a science. While Diderot considered 
Greuze's work to be the embodiment of simple and natural 
art, Delecluze despised it as the height of 
theatricality and evidence for his view that painters
should avoid a fixation with "messages". Study of
Diderot's art criticism indeed reveals that he
frequently described a gesture as characterizing an
individual or symbolising a generalized feeling.(34)
According to Delecluze the artist could only 
discover the true principles of art, beauty and 
simplicity of form and expression by studying the art of 
the Greeks and Italians, who lived close to nature. He 
contended that it was this search for natural beauty 
which characterized the history painter, not the idea he 
wanted to express. Every idea or subject had to be 
assessed for its suitability for a history painting. The 
subject should not arouse horror, nor call for 
exaggerated peinture d'expression. At first sight it 
would seem that Delecluze saw exaggeration in history 
painting as caused mainly by the portrayal of modern 
costume and scenes taken from the theatre. In fact, 
however, he believed that, like contemporary painters' 
penchant for depicting gruesome scenes, it was related 
to the modern Shakespearian system. Delecluze believed 
that this system served mainly didactic, rather than
128
artistic purposes . In its aim to show both the good and
the bad sides of human beings and life, it did not avoid
unpleasant and ugly detail and used peinture
d'expression to signify characters. This principle
inspired Shakespeare's creation of Richard III as well 
as Greuze' s didactic genre paintings. Delecluze saw the 
The Sabine Women as a perfect example of the Homeric 
system, which he preferred.
Stendhal
Although he was not specific on this point, we must 
assume that Delecluze considered the novelist and art 
critic Stendhal to be the most prominent modern defender 
of Diderot's theories. In his Salon of 1824, he
contested Delecluze's every opinion. Stendhal had 
already made a name for himself as the author of the 
widely-read Histoire de la peinture en Italie and the 
manifesto Racine et Shakespeare (1823). In Racine et
Shakespeare he expressed the opinion that art and
literature should be "of their time". In his view,
Romantic art served the needs of the audience of its 
day.
He believed that, in order to be relevant to their 
time, literature and theatre should try to depict 
historical events realistically, and should free
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themselves from classical rules to achieve this. The
aspect of Stendhal's theories which concerns us most 
here is his view that no universal standards for beauty 
existed in the visual arts. Like most defenders of 
Greek-inspired art he stated that the essence of its 
beauty could be traced to Greece's climate and culture. 
However, he believed that the Greek ideal of beauty was 
partly dictated by utility. Greek statuary often showed 
men in their forties with strong body and will, tempered 
by wisdom. Men needed exactly these qualities to hold 
their own and rise to prominence in primitive Greek 
society. Since women in ancient Greece had an inferior 
status, men did not need to develop the qualities which 
would make them attractive to the other sex. Classical 
beauty was the expression of certain qualities of mind 
and character that were useful in ancient Greece. (35) 
Therefore, the Greek canon of beauty could never be the 
universal and unchanging norm which some claimed.
Stendhal was even more specific, stating that in 
modern times the Greek ideal of beauty could be found 
only in the Indian warriors of the North-American plains 
(an example borrowed from Winckelmann), in other words, 
in a society totally alien to that of Restoration 
France. Modern society, with its social life 
concentrated in salons dominated by women, tended to 
elevate other qualities. In line with his view that art
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must belong to its time, Stendhal developed the concept 
of the modern paragon of beauty, the beau ideal moderne, 
which expressed the essential qualities for any young 
man trying to make a career for himself in Paris, charm, 
wit, brilliance of mind and above all elegance.(36)
For Stendhal, beauty of form was certainly 
compatible with modern clothing. Indeed, fashionable, 
elegant costume, even dandyism were part of his beau 
ideal moderne. He pointed out that nudity, although 
accepted in antiquity, looked rather strange in 
nineteenth-century works of art, because it offended the 
modern sense of decency.(37) Although Stendhal admired 
David for the revolution in French art that he had 
brought about in the 1780's, i.e. creating history 
paintings which met the needs of the public of his time, 
that was the extent of his acceptance of David and his 
School. In particular, he considered the copying of 
statues or actors like Talma to be dangerous in 
paintings.
Not surprisingly, Stendhal attacked Delecluze's 
leading principle that nudity and motionlessness were 
the main elements of a beautiful work of art. He used 
The Sabine Women, a work admired by Delecluze, to 
illustrate his conviction that this concept was utterly 
false. Priding himself on the fact that as an officer in 
Napoleon's army he had seen action, Stendhal claimed
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that the nudity of the Roman and Sabine warriors would 
be absurd to anyone with common sense, since it left the 
soldiers completely defenceless. Focusing his criticism 
on the figure of Romulus, Stendhal observed with scorn 
that the king, fighting for his life and his kingdom, 
seemed interested only in presenting his body at its 
most beautiful. (38) In contrast to Delecluze, Stendhal 
believed that in art perfect beauty could only exist as 
the expression of the emotions experienced by the human 
beings portrayed and of their place in society and 
history.
Stendhal also refuted Delecluze's view that 
painters should never try to communicate their own 
feelings directly to the viewer. The people of the 
nineteenth century were hungry for strong passion and, 
he noted, painters would never be able to communicate 
emotions which they had not felt themselves.(39) 
Racine's plays moved his audiences because the poet 
himself had had a passionate personality and was deeply 
moved by his subjects, and not because he had worked 
according to a set of rules.
To demonstrate the truth of his assertions, 
Stendhal again turned to David. This time he attacked 
David's drawing instruction in a venomous article which 
provoked outrage among many defenders of David's 
drawing, Delecluze foremost among them.
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Stendhal suggested that if a prisoner, an 
uneducated man with no knowledge of the arts, was 
promised his freedom on the single condition that he 
must learn to draw a nude in the manner of David, he 
would be a free man within a few years. If, on the other 
hand, he were instructed to depict a person disappointed 
in love, he would remain a prisoner for the rest of his 
life. In Stendhal's view David's drawing method was no 
more than a mechanical exercise, a science to be learned 
but not, as Delecluze would have it, the example for all 
artists to follow in their search for the essence of 
art.(40) Stendhal asserted that every truly great 
painter since the beginning of the Renaissance had only 
been occupied with the achievement of realism in 
depicting human beings and their feelings, a realism 
which could only be found through trial and error, by 
watching people and using one's own emotional 
experiences. For him, expression was the most important 
aspect of art.(41)
Stendhal was to write that he saw not one artist at 
the Salon of 1824 who could paint living, breathing, 
feeling human beings and move him. Delacroix he singled 
out for praise because that artist at least managed to 
attract the viewer's attention, although he did so by 
displaying an accumulation of horrific images resembling 
nothing more than a plague epidemic, under the guise of
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a description of the slaughter at Chios. In the end, 
Stendhal remained enough of a classicist to demand that 
art should not diminish its elevating effect by shocking 
its viewers too much, especially by portraying events 
like disease which were beyond human control. Not 
without irony, he advised Delacroix, Sigalon and 
Scheffer to learn to draw a nude in David' s manner and 
hopefully to demonstrate their progress by the next 
Salon.(42)
Stendhal's favourite artist was Horace Vernet, like 
himself an old soldier and involved in the liberal 
opposition, as also was Delecluze. Vernet's Napoleonic 
battle-scenes, with events, weapons, uniforms and 
soldiers which looked and behaved as the critic had seen 
them appealed greatly to him. Although he thought 
Delecluze's epithet Shakespearian ridiculous, he 
believed that Vernet's realistic battle scenes were the 
embodiment of what Delecluze meant by it.(43) They were 
of their time.
For Stendhal, universal standards of beauty did not 
exist. Beauty could only be understood as the effect on 
human character and behaviour of the demands made by 
events and historical circumstance. Thus it was not 
motionlessness and nudity which made a fine work of art 
but the truthful expression of emotions and events, 
preferably those experienced by the artist himself.
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David and Expression
Stendhal's Salon of 1824 dealt David's reputation a 
severe blow and with the passing of time, David and his 
School lost ever more ground. While many other critics 
writing in 1824 were gradually forgotten, Stendhal's 
devastating judgment on David's drawing instruction made 
a lasting impression. However, at the time Delecluze and 
other critics who believed in the value of David' s work 
and teaching, took up his defence. Writing in the 
royalist newspaper Le Drapeau blanc, Martainville quoted 
Stendhal's article on David almost in full and refuted 
his arguments line by line.
The first question asked by Martainville was 
whether David's emphasis on accurate drawing precluded 
expression. He asserted that an artist's skill in 
drawing would help him to render the human form 
perfectly and to reproduce differences in age, climate 
and culture. In short, it would help to give his 
painting its expression generale.(44) With this 
statement Martainville was referring back to 
seventeenth-century theory, in particular to Charles Le 
Brun's Sur l'expression generale et particuliere (1668) 
in which fine drawing and expression were still seen to 
be compatible. The particuliere of Le Brun's title 
referred to painting the external effects of human
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passions; l'expression generale was based on the 
theories of decorum and the modi. Every figure and 
object in a painting should conform to what was known 
about the persons depicted and the climate and culture 
in which they lived. This aspect of a painting should 
complement all the others, including expression 
particuliere, drawing and colouring and the viewer's
knowledge of the subject, to emphasise its meaning. The
traditional demands placed on history painting with
respect to the idealization of the human figure and
costume and its emphasis on one scene or subject were
also linked to this concept. Together they enabled
history painting to be sublime or in the grand gout as 
it was known.(45)
Martainville, knowing that he had not fully 
answered Stendhal's criticism since form and expression 
had become enemies, was quick to declare that many 
artists showing their work at the Salon had been able to 
move him deeply, pupils of David and Delacroix 
alike.(46)
In his defence of painters who used Talma as a 
model Martainville emphasized the fact that the great 
actor spent considerable time on historical research 
when studying for a new role. He read chronicles, 
studied portraits, and had authentic costumes made. The 
result of all this effort was that he could almost make
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historical figures come to life. Martainville claimed 
there was no harm in artists drawing on Talma's fabulous 
knowledge of history and human behaviour.(47) Again, he 
did not consider the practice of David's pupils 
incompatible with convincing and inspiring expression.
The motionlessness for which Stendhal reproached 
David's School was defended by Martainville with the 
argument that some of the greatest history paintings 
from the French School had shown a person at a moment of 
complete stillness. He cited Poussin's Testament of 
Eudamidas and Guerin's Return of Marcus Sextus as 
examples and tried to demonstrate that the 
motionlessness in these paintings should actually be 
understood as a moment of action, capturing a deeply 
significant instant in which ideas were formed.(48) 
Thus, in complete contrast to Delecluze's views, 
Martainville was able to define motionlessness as an 
important prerequisite for expressive and compelling 
art. The most important sources for Martainville's idea 
were probably Lessing and Shaftesbury. In support of his 
theory that artists should never depict the climax of an 
action, Lessing gave some examples of expressive 
depictions of people contriving a course of action. One 
of these was a work by the Hellenistic painter 
Timomachos showing Medea resolving to murder her 
children. The choice of this moment left the viewer to
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imagine the horrible outcome of Medea's contemplation 
and to wish that the crime had never been committed.(49) 
Shaftesbury advised artists intending to paint the 
Choice of Hercules to take a moment before the hero 
makes his choice but which indicates the direction of 
his thoughts.(50)
Stendhal's caustic criticism of David's School was 
not Martainville's only concern. Charles X came to the 
throne in 1824 and, although he later became notorious 
for his conservatism, at the beginning of his reign he 
sought popularity with artists and intellectuals of all 
directions and as such cleared the way for the 
eclecticism of the July Monarchy. One of his methods was 
to spend extravagant sums of money buying works of art
on display at the Salon and to bestow prizes and
commissions freely, with no regard for the opinions of
conservative critics .(5l)
Since it was the policy of Le Drapeau blanc to
applaud the king's every act, Martainville was 
confronted with the difficult task of reconciling 
opposites in art and criticism, as he had done in his 
confrontation with Stendhal. After the government had 
bought The Massacre of Chios, Martainville felt obliged 
to praise Delacroix's honesty and wave aside criticism 
of the painting's gruesome detail.(52) However, in the 
same article he advised Delacroix and his followers to
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refine their drawing technique.
We must conclude that Martainville, handicapped by 
the king's attitude and that of the government, and 
recognizing the dangerous content of Stendhal's 
theories, tried to hold up David's art as an example, 
attributing to it the expressiveness which Stendhal 
sought in art, while at the same time 
defending it as the ultimate standard in drawing.
Martainville was not the only critic to take this 
line. P.A. Coupin and other critics of the Revue 
encyclopedique, a liberal magazine which aimed to report 
advances in human knowledge and progress towards the 
perfection of the social order, defended the view that 
David had striven to produce art which was at the same 
time lofty and truthful for most of his career. (53) The 
magazine strongly opposed Lessing's doctrine that the 
main purpose of art was to depict beauty. It was 
stressed that differences did exist between the arts but 
that the most important aim of all art was to express 
ideas and thoughts and the preoccupations of the society 
in which they existed.(54) Therefore, the magazine was 
prepared to accept a considerable degree of realism in 
painting. Characteristically, it praised Gerard's Louis 
XIV and the King of Spain (ill. 9), which Delecluze 
abhorred, but could not accept the willingness to show 
macabre detail displayed by Delacroix, Scheffer and
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Sigalon. For the Revue encyclopedique, David's 
classicism served didactic purposes.
The Revue defended the view that David had reached 
the peak of his achievement in The Sabine Women, 
although at first sight the combination of truth and 
idealization was hardly noticeable in this work. 
Uncompromising faithfulness to nature would have spoiled 
the heroic and almost mythical character which later 
generations and Roman historians had attributed to the 
conflict between Romans and Sabines. It was observed 
that in reality the combatants had been no more than 
barbarians, living in marshland huts and fighting out a 
battle which was of little relevance to modern man. It 
was therefore clear that in this case realism would have 
yielded an unsatisfactory work of art, bound to be 
quickly forgotten. It was only David's feeling for the 
way painters, like historians, must treat their 
subjects, that had saved The Sabine Women from 
banality.(55)
According to the Revue encyclopedique, the often 
criticized figure of Romulus proved that the 
idealization of the figures in the painting could be 
compatible with faithful expression. Romulus' bearing 
would at first sight seem to be simply an elegant one 
but the viewer would quickly come to realize that this 
motionless stance indicated great tension. It enabled
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Romulus to throw his javelin with greater power. David 
had made Romulus even more interesting by giving him an 
air of joyfulness. (56) Like Martainville, the critic of 
the Revue encyclopedique believed that moments of 
motionlessness in a history painting were the most 
expressive, because they could be charged with tension 
and apprehension.
In 1827, David and his School were denounced by 
Arnold Scheffer, defending his elder brother Ary and the 
other painters censured by the critics in 1824. He 
stated that although David had shown his profession an 
invaluable service by freeing it from the Academy's 
grip, he could not serve as an example for the 
generation of 1824. After all, David had only fought for 
the rehabilitation of heroic history painting and the 
acceptance of the associated drawing style. The men of 
1824, Scheffer argued, demanded not the relative freedom 
won by David, but rather absolute freedom in their 
choice of subjects, genres and the Schools of painting 
with which they aligned themselves. (57) In literature, 
Victor Hugo was the greatest defender of absolute 
freedom. His work and Scheffer's article indicated that 
the advocates of artistic and political freedom became 
allies in the years immediately before 1830.
Refuting Scheffer's arguments, the Revue 
encyclopedique contended that absolute freedom had
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already been achieved by David. He had rejected the 
Academy's "method" and had allowed his pupils complete 
freedom. His advice to them had simply been to go and 
copy beauty wherever they could find it, whether in art, 
nature or ordinary people. (58) This view of David and 
his School did the painter more justice than the 
exclusive admiration for The Sabine Women which we have 
seen until now. In fact those who admired this painting 
often appear to have been totally unaware of such works 
as The Death of Marat, the sketch for The Tennis Court 
Oath and David's realistic portraits. I have already 
discussed the originality of Gros in particular and 
Gerard's choice of a subject disliked by conservative 
critics. The critics of the Revue encyclopedique had 
good reason to point to the variety present within the 
School.
P. A. Coupin, the Revue encyclopedique's most 
influential critic, accused David of losing touch with 
idealization in Leonidas at Thermopylae, the last 
painting with a subject from antiquity which David 
finished before his exile in Brussels, and in the 
paintings of mythological subjects which he sent to 
Paris from Brussels. Although Leonidas seemed a perfect 
illustration of David's desire to dispel the alleged 
theatricality of his earlier works, the nude figures in 
this painting were judged infinitely more disturbing
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than those of The Sabine Women, because in some the
realism had become too great and was therefore 
unattractive in Coupin's eyes. Other critics also noted 
a growing tendency towards the depiction of shocking 
reality. In Amor and Psyche (ill.10) painted in 1817, 
David's Amor looked more like a working-class boy than a 
Greek God. His down-to-earth looks and behaviour 
contrasted so starkly with the perfect beauty of Psyche 
that it shocked the critics.(59) Even so, in 1819, Henri 
de Latouche, a critic on the far left of political and 
artistic opinion, again named David as the example for 
young artists, not as an instructor who could teach them 
a rigid set of rules, but as one who could arm them with 
a sound knowledge of their profession which would help 
them to develop their own styles. Latouche's Salon of 
1819, which he gave the title Lettres a David sur le 
Salon de 1819, par quelques eleves de son ecole, was a 
brave challenge to the Academy's policy of using David's 
reputation to crush any new tendency visible in French 
art. Latouche believed that David would never have 
allowed his teachings to be misused in this way had he 
remained in France.(60)
Not only Amor and Psyche but also David's last 
work, Mars disarmed by Venus, Amor and the Graces (ill. 
11), which was exhibited in Paris shortly before the 
opening of the Salon of 1824, seemed to widen the gap
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between David's actual work and the reasons for which
conservatives like Delecluze admired it. The unearthly 
scene, surrounded by clouds, shown in this final 
painting was incongruously peopled with gods who looked 
more like ordinary human beings. (61) In fact they were 
portraits of personalities from the Brussels theatres, 
an ironic comment on the accusation of theatricality 
levelled at the artist.
In his Salon of 1824, Coupin went so far as to 
charge David's later works with responsibility for many 
of the flaws visible in the paintings of the generation 
of 1824, i.e. a lack of beauty and idealization, 
vivacious colour, and desire for expression and 
drama.(62) Coupin suggested that David had gone too far 
in his continual search for renewal and had been unable 
to maintain his own standards. Thus he had paved the way 
for the innovative artists who made their mark in 1824. 
Coupin thought that instead of taking David's last works 
as their example, the young artists of the 1820's should 
have sought inspiration in The Sabine Women, which 
balanced truth and idealization.
The critics of the Revue encyclopedique saw 
themselves as enlightened classicists. This view they 
shared with the group around the magazine Le Mercure du 
XlXe siecle, which was also of liberal persuasion and 
saw art and literature as the expression of society and
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its need for change. (63) It was the Mercure in
particular which criticized Quatremere de Quincy in his 
role as the Secretaire Perpetuel. The magazine 
maintained that the generation of 1824 rejected 
classicism because it was enforced by a repressive 
government and Academy. The Mercure's desire for 
political freedom made it accept an ever larger degree 
of artistic freedom. A non-repressive state would grant 
its citizens freedom of thought and its artists freedom 
in their way of depicting reality. Jal, one of its most 
important contributors did his best to reconcile David's 
work with the realism and expression sought by the 
younger generation of artists. He was one of the few 
critics to hold up Mars, Venus and the Graces as the 
perfect example for painters to follow, believing that 
it displayed the perfect match of realism and 
idealization.(64) Jal was also the critic to invoke 
Diderot’s memory in many of his Salons, notably in 
L’Ombre de Diderot, his Salon of 1819.
Thiers
Although the public of the Restoration was probably 
not aware of it, the opinions of Adolphe Thiers, a young 
historian and journalist, would soon carry much greater 
weight than those of any of his colleagues. During the
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July Monarchy Thiers became Minister of Commerce and 
Public Works and later Prime Minister. His ideas and 
preferences therefore played an important part in the 
artistic life of France under the new regime. After 
starting his short career as an art critic for the 
liberal newspaper Le Constitutionnel in 1822, he 
reviewed the Salon of 1824 in the magazine La Revue 
Europeenne, Le Constitutionnel and the newly-founded 
newspaper Le Globe.
The latter publication quickly won its reputation 
as the most important platform for cultural discussion 
under the Restoration. Like the "enlightened 
classicists" of La Revue encyclopedique and Le Mercure 
du XlXe siecle, its contributors tried to reconcile 
French classicism with new tendencies in art. Following 
Mme. De Stael, Le Globe was deeply interested in 
European literature. It became an important source of 
information for those interested in the cultural 
developments taking place in Europe, and who agreed with 
the newspaper' s policy of approving only a limited 
degree of realism in art and theatre. Le Globe's 
moderate views in both politics and art earned many of 
its contributors political power in 1830. Although the 
ideas defended by the magazine were influenced by Victor 
Cousin's theories, and his eclecticism was also visible 
in Thiers' Salons, Thiers' first priority was probably
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to strike a reasonable balance, or juste milieu, between
the opposing opinions of his fellow art critics. For
this reason his arguments were often as recherche as
those of the others and bore no direct relation to
Cousin's writings. On the contrary, a thorough knowledge 
of Reynold's Discourses seems to have informed his most 
important pronouncements on the art of his time.
The Discourses, although displaying a few 
idiosyncrasies peculiar to Reynolds, were admired in 
France as a clear summary of the most important points 
raised by the famous Italian, French and English 
theorists. French editions were published in 1769 and 
1787. German theory, so intensely debated around 1824, 
barely influenced Reynolds. He was particularly 
concerned with the concept of grand gout, discussed 
above in relation to Martainville's writings, although 
Reynolds preferred to call it grand style.(65)
The most important feature of Thiers' writing on 
art was that in contrast to most of his contemporaries, 
he did not believe that idealized history painting could 
retain its leading position in French art much longer. 
The fashion was for reality, he declared in 1822, and 
the small easel-painting and the lesser genres would 
therefore gain ever more ground on history painting.(66) 
This did not, however, prevent him from admiring 
Delacroix' first attempt at history painting, Dante and
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Virgil in the Underworld. The work combined a modern
subject with a realistic and yet elevated depiction of 
the human form and echoed the Venetian and Flemish 
Schools.
Thiers asserted that David, the ancient Greeks, 
Raphael and Michelangelo, had copied the beauty of 
people around them and that their art therefore belonged 
to its time. However, this did not render it worthless 
as a standard for artists of other periods. Thiers still 
considered David to be the most important example for 
French artists of the 1820's. He did not base his 
preference for David on the oft-repeated argument that 
he had drawn with greater skill than members of other 
Schools. Rather he declared that David had mastered the 
grand style and grand dessin which could ennoble any 
subject.(67)
Like Martainville, who chose Le Brun as his 
inspiration, Thiers managed to close the widening gap 
between form and expression observeable in the writing 
of his contemporaries. Without doubt, Reynolds'
admiration for painters as diverse as Poussin and
Rembrandt, or Rubens and Raphael helped Thiers to
understand the need of young painters of his day to
emulate a wide range of masters.
Unlike many other critics, in his Salons of 1824 
Thiers praised Gerard, Scheffer and Delacroix as well as
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Schnetz and Robert, Delecluze's favourites. Gerard and 
Scheffer in particular he praised for having found a way 
of rendering the ideal in subjects usually considered to 
be completely beyond the realm of the ideal. Gerard had 
demonstrated that the ideal was not exclusively bound up 
with Greek and Roman form and that every nationality and 
every historical subject had its own ideal. (68) We know
that Reynolds had also invited painters to find the
ideal in their subj ects, to bring out their value as
representatives of a species as well as the essence of
their character . (69)
Perhaps the best example of the ideal shown in 
reality as described in Reynolds' work is his portrait 
of Omai (ill. 12), a native of the South Sea Islands 
brought to England by Captain Cook in 1774. Although 
Omai is clearly recognizable as a member of a different 
race and culture (the tattoos on his hands and forearms 
are accurately depicted), his long Eastern gown and 
elegant classical bearing bring out the "noble savage" 
which the British wanted to see in him. The background 
of mountains and tropical vegetation underlines Omai's 
role as a representative of the noble people inhabiting 
the South Pacific islands.
Thiers could accept the fact that Delacroix did not 
base his portrayals of modern Greeks on classical Greek 
art but he felt that this gifted young painter had gone
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too far in his desire for originality. Far from bringing 
out the ideal in the faces of modern Greeks, he had made 
them repellent. There was no nobility of bearing in The 
Massacre of Chios and its colouring was completely 
unrealistic. Thiers expressed the hope that Delacroix 
would soon reach maturity in his painting and would no 
longer feel the need to impress the public in this far- 
fetched way.(70) He did consider the subject of The 
Massacre of Chios moving and appropriate for a history 
painting.
He liked Schnetz and Robert for the same quality 
which had prompted Delecluze's admiration, i.e. their 
realistic and yet beautiful depictions of simple 
Italians, which recalled Italian Renaissance art.
Thiers did not see ideal beauty in painting as 
dependent on the exclusive emulation of David's drawing 
and subject to unchanging norms but as a quality which 
must emerge from a painting's subject, which the artist 
was completely free to choose, and from the period and 
country in which it was set. A familiarity with David's 
grand style could help to bring out a subject's ideal 
character, but could never replace it.
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The Search for Middle Ground
Around 1824 all debate on beauty in the depiction 
of the human form inevitably revolved around the work of
David, which most critics still firmly believed
represented the ultimate standard in drawing. Stendhal
was a notable exception. He accused David of simply
copying classical statues and of teaching his pupils
that this was the basis of art, reducing artistic
creation to a lifeless science.
Other critics agreed with Stendhal that expression 
of thought and emotion, and originality in drawing and 
composition were sadly lacking in the work of the most 
recent generation of David's pupils, but they wondered 
whether David could really be blamed for this. His older 
pupils, Gros, Gerard and Girodet had developed an 
original style and dared to tackle subjects 
traditionally outside the realm of history painting, 
while the perfect drawing they had learned from David 
remained the foundation of their art.
The critics' advice to artists starting their 
careers during the first half of the Restoration was 
thus straightforward to combine accurate drawing with 
the depiction of subjects new to history painting, 
particularly scenes from modern history. Only correct 
drawing would help them to overcome the deforming effect
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of non-classical clothing on the human body and its 
expression. Most artists followed this advice, except 
Delacroix and Sigalon who consequently found themselves 
out of favour with the critics in 1827.
In the early years of the July Monarchy the manner 
of Scheffer, Delaroche and Robert remained the one 
favoured by both the public and the authorities although 
it was by now abhorred by many critics. Around that time 
it was given the name by which it is still known, juste 
milieu painting. Although the term was by then used in a 
derogatory sense, the original concept of juste milieu 
art was not.
It is curious to see how critics defending this 
current in art described David's achievement in drawing 
in a way to suit the concept of juste milieu art. The 
main problem they encountered was the theatricality 
caused by David's supposed copying of statues and 
actors' poses.
Delecluze, David's pupil and the most ardent of his 
defenders, followed Lessing when he wrote that the main 
objective of art was to depict a beauty which could only 
be found in the ancient Greeks who lived close to 
nature. Delecluze defended David against the charge of 
imitating the theatre and claimed that his figures 
instead possessed the motionlessness which he saw as 
central to perfect beauty. Thus, Delecluze promoted
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himself as the defender of painting which showed the 
human body expressing the minimum of emotion, to be 
admired mainly for its beauty. However, the same beauty, 
or so he claimed, had been achieved by Schnetz and 
Leopold Robert in their paintings of simple Italian 
folk. In Delecluze's view, beauty in art was impossible 
without a thorough study of reality. His main argument 
against the use of modern costume and theatrical 
gestures in art was the danger of over-expressiveness. 
Modern costume limited the expression of the emotions to 
the wearer's face and hands, thus forcing him to 
exaggerate them. Gestures which on stage lasted seconds 
and indicated only a passing mood, would, in painting, 
with its limits on the depiction of complicated events 
and emotions, become the sole means of communicating a 
person's character and emotions. Greuze's paintings 
illustrated the exaggeration which this could lead to.
Delecluze's main opponent, Stendhal, stated that 
expression was the main aim of art rather than the 
motionlessness favoured by Delecluze. He observed that 
he had not seen any expressive or moving painting at the 
1824 Salon and defended the idea that modern art should 
express the beau ideal moderne, which he typified as a 
young man, elegantly dressed and well-versed in the 
qualities appreciated in the Parisian Salons. Noble 
simplicity was definitely not one of these.
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Other critics tried to combine the concept of 
beauty and motionlessness with that of expression. They 
believed that moments of complete motionlessness in 
history painting possessed the greatest expressiveness. 
As examples they cited Poussin's Testament of Eudamidas, 
which shows a man reaching a decision and Romulus in 
David's Sabine Women, whose seemingly posed attitude 
allows him to throw his javelin better.
These critics could admire the moving 
representation of a terrible situation in Delacroix's 
Massacre of Chios, but not his drawing. Although he 
defended Delacroix, the young art critic Thiers believed 
that every subject, like every nationality and every 
period in history could be identified with its own kind 
of ideal. Scheffer and Gerard had realized this whereas 
Delacroix had failed to do so. Thus, in his thinking on 
the relativity of beauty, Thiers went even further than 
Stendhal. He was unique among critics in believing 
David's greatest quality to be not accurate drawing but 
his sense of grand style. In Thiers' thinking nobility 
of bearing did not depend purely on strict adherence to 
David's drawing methods but was a quality compatible 
with any subject and manner. In this way Thiers paved 
the way for the acceptance of a wide variety of styles 
and genres. This tolerance became official artistic 
policy once the July Monarchy had become established.
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Most critics concerned with the future of the
French School in 1824 tried both to maintain the status 
of David's work as the standard and to harmonize 
Delecluze's, and ultimately Lessing's, views with those 
of Stendhal. They defended the School against charges of 
copying, motionlessness and theatricality and claimed 
that the study of the beauty and elegance to be found in 
ordinary human beings, the love of freedom, and the 
search for expression and tension were its strong 
points. These were the qualities which had won David his 
place as the founder of the modern French School around 
1780.
Diderot and other eighteenth-century theorists had 
believed that accentuated mime and facial expression 
were the most important indicators of a person' s state
of mind but by 1824 these were widely condemned as
unnatural. The requirement that history painting be
highly expressive and sometimes didactic was now
increasingly coupled to Winckelmann’s and Lessing's idea 
that muted expression and simplicity of bearing were 
convincing and elevating. We must conclude that both in 
their views on contemporary and recent art and in their 
interpretations of the works of leading art theorists, 
many of the critics of 1824 were seeking to occupy 
middle ground.
155
NOTES
1. In Le Pausanias frangais (1806). Cited in 
Rubin (213), who supports Chaussard's theory.
2. Coll. Deloynes (Paris, Bibliotheque
Nationale), vol. XXI, no. 597: 756. Cited in Germer and
Kohle (179).
3. In this explanation, provided for all the 
painting's viewers when it was first on show in 1799, 
the painter tries to forestall criticism of the nudity 
of his figures by mentioning many examples of classical 
works of art showing naked figures. He concludes: 
"...mon intention en faisant ce tableau, etait de 
peindre les moeurs antiques avec une telle exactitude 
que les Grecs et les Romains, en voyant mon ouvrage, ne 
m'eussent pas trouve etranger a leurs coutumes." J.L. 
David, "Exposition du tableau des Sabines, au palais 
national des sciences et des arts, celle de la ci-devant 
Academie d'Architecture, par le citoyen David, membre de 
l'lnstitut national," J.L.J. David, Le peintre Louis 
David, 1748-1825: Souvenirs & documents inedits (Paris, 
1880) 358.
4. F. Guizot, De l'etat des beaux-arts en 
France, et du Salon de 1810 (Paris, 1810), and Essai sur 
les limites qui separent et les liens qui unissent les 
beaux-arts (Paris, 1816). Both publications were 
reprinted in Guizot, Etudes sur les beaux-arts en 
general (Paris, 1852).
5. "...dans les tableaux ou domine l'imitation
de la sculpture, les figures paraissent isolees, sans 
rapports imperieux et directs avec celles qui les 
entourent, et revetues ainsi d'un caractere theatral..." 
Guizot (1816, repr. 1852: 133) . In Guizot (1810, repr.
1852: 13) The Sabine Women is specifically criticized
for this flaw.
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6. Guizot's views can be compared to those 
held by the Schlegel brothers. In several of his 
writings A.W. Schlegel took care to distinguish between 
the features of sculpture, classical art, and painting, 
modern or Romantic art, the first being preoccupied with 
form only, and the second with "die ganze sichtbare 
Erscheinung durch einen optischen Schein". Drawing, 
chiaroscuro and colour were the painter's tools and they 
made expression and composition possible. The teachings 
of Winckelmann and Mengs were blamed for the fusion of 
features from painting and sculpture in the painting of 
Schlegel's time. In an essay on the Salon of 1802, "Die 
Pariser Kunstausstellung vom Jahre XI," in the magazine 
Europa, ed. Friedrich Schlegel, 1(1803) : 89-107, its 
anonymous author warned against the imitation of the 
theatre which he saw as one of the most important flaws 
of French history painting. Artists should take their 
subjects from life and reality, not the stage. Like A.W. 
Schlegel he believed that modern French painting 
depended too heavily on sculpture. The magazine Europa 
was very important for the development of art theory 
during the early nineteenth century.
See E. Sulger-Gebing, A.W. und F. Schlegel in ihrem 
Verhaltnisse zur bildenden Kunst, mit ungedruckten 
Briefen und Aufsatzen A.W. Schlegels (1897; Hildesheim, 
1976) 98 and 112.
Although Sulger-Gebing attributed the article in 
Europa, signed ***ch, to Friedrich Schlegel, H. Chelin, 
Friedrich Schlegels 'Europa', Thesis 'Europa': Une revue 
editee par Friedrich Schlegel, Metz U, 1977 (Frankfurt 
a.M. 1981) 82, believes its author to be Ludwig Lombach, 
a German painter living in Paris and studying in David's 
workshop. He suggests that the ideas expressed in this 
article are close enough to those of Friedrich Schlegel 
to make Sulger-Gebing's mistake understandable. If the
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article was really written by Lombach, this would 
further disprove the notion that David's School was 
monolithic in character, as art critics like Stendhal 
believed.
7. Guizot (1810: 129-141).
8. "Cette dimension, qui convient seule aux 
representations d'une nature commune et naive, convient 
mieux qu'aucune autre aux scenes composees de 
personnages d'un genre noble mais qui sont nos 
contemporains, vetus de l'habit moderne, et auxquels on 
ne peut, a cause de ce vetement, preter les formes 
ideales et grandioses sous lesquelles les personnages de 
l'antiquite nous ont ete en quelque sorte transmis par 
les artistes." Guizot (1810, repr. 1852: 77-78).
9. Guizot (1810, repr. 1852: 64-65).
10. See for example Maxime du Camp, Les beaux- 
arts a l'exposition universelle de 1855: Peinture, 
sculpture; France, Angleterre, Belqique, Danemark, Suede 
et Norwege, Suisse, Hollande, Allemagne, Italie (Paris, 
1855) 4-5.
11. See for example P.A. Coupin, "Exposition 
des tableaux en 1827, premier article," Revue 
encyclopedique 36(1827): 526, and A. Thiers, "Direction 
des arts et particulierement de la peinture en France," 
Revue europeenne 1(1824): 36.
12. "Cette envie de faire de convenable, de 
trop bien arranger ses figures, a entraine bien loin M. 
Colson en peignant Agamemnon meprisant les sinistres 
predictions de Cassandre. Il est facile de voir dans ce 
tableau (...) ce qu'un appareil theatral peut avoir de 
choquant dans une peinture. Agamemnon, Clytemnestre et 
un autre personnage place pres du trone arrondissent la 
scene avec un art qui fait honte aux acteurs du Theatre 
Frangais." Delecluze, "Exposition du Louvre 1824; IV,” 
Journal des debats 11 September 1824: 3.
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during the Restoration see M. Carlson, "Hernani's Revolt 
from the Tradition of French Stage Composition," Theatre 
Survey 13(1972): 1-27.
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22. "C'est une grande erreur que de croire que 
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CHAPTER 3 UNITY AND MODERNISM
Introduction
In the last chapter we saw that critics involved in 
the form versus expression debate tried to find middle 
ground between the two sides. They proposed that a 
beautiful form was capable of expression or that a 
modern, realistic and expressive subject could display 
elevated beauty. Except for a few highly conservative 
critics like Delecluze, who defended form against 
expression and one or two progressives who claimed abso- 
lute freedom for artists, most critics saw the value of 
this juste milieu point of view.
For this chapter my starting point is the 
assumption that the discussion on art theoretical 
problems during the 1820's must be separated into two 
debates, one mainly concerned with drawing, form and 
expression and attempts to integrate new developments 
into generally established art theory, the other 
concentrating on composition, and barely able to contain 
new works showing innovative composition within existing 
rules. Only a few critics in the debate on composition 
were prepared, briefly, to accept that talented artists 
could find their own way of giving their work the unity
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which tradition demanded.
Neither David's composition nor that of the young 
innovative artists who rose to fame during the 
Restoration seemed to fit with tradition. Critics 
entering the discussion on this aspect of painting had 
to choose either tradition or modernity. Compromise 
seemed out of the question. In the case of Delacroix in 
particular, it was almost inevitable that his work would 
be roundly condemned. His compositions were often 
thoroughly untraditional and in his drawing he refused 
to follow the middle course prescribed by the critics.
After a short, general description of the debate on 
the three unities of time, place and action which 
unfolded during the 1820's, I will focus on the question 
of modern composition in painting. It will become clear 
over the course of this study that the discussion on 
unity in painting was influenced not only by the 
corresponding debate on unity in drama and tragedy but 
also by the emergence of new media such as the panorama. 
Critics questioned whether painters should be allowed to 
find their inspiration in the panorama when relating 
complicated events with purely visual means. To some, 
the panorama seemed to embody the controversial idea 
that progress in art was possible but it was also seen 
to threaten the elevated status which history painting 
enjoyed among most French intellectuals.
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The Debate on Unity of Action and Unity of Interest
A. W. von Schlegel and Mme. De Stael had already 
questioned the need for unity in drama during the reign 
of Napoleon. Schlegel in particular had popularised the 
notion that truly great artists, men of genius, did not 
obey rules but were guided by the possibilities offered 
by their subjects. (l) After Mme. De Stael the next 
important attack on the status quo was Stendhal's Racine 
et Shakespeare (1823). By 1827, when Victor Hugo 
published his Preface de 'Cromwell' , many writers on the 
problem of the unities had reached the conclusion that 
Stendhal was wrong. Drama without some form of unity 
would fail to be understood and appreciated by its 
public. Although even Hugo attested to the need for 
unity, his critics noted only the lack of unity in his 
work.
In order to understand how this change of attitude 
between 1823 and 1827 came about, it is worth 
considering the discussion on the subject of unity in 
the pages of Le Globe. As we have seen, this newspaper 
was far from conservative in cultural matters and its 
well-researched and balanced articles influenced many 
intellectuals of the day who, like the journalists of Le 
Globe, wished to maintain France's cultural identity.
In its defence of modern drama Le Globe echoed
169
Schlegel's observation that of the three unities of 
place, time and action, only action was considered 
indispensable by Aristotle, the most ancient and 
greatest authority on the subject.(2) In seventeenth- 
century France there had evolved the system of 
interlocking unities which must all feature in a well- 
constructed tragedy. Racine's tragedies of passion were 
regarded as its most perfect examples and criticism of 
seventeenth-century tragedy was based mainly on these 
works.
In Racine's tragedies the action was reduced to the 
most basic elements. The writer chose to depict the 
tragic conflict of passions and only described the 
events leading to them. As a result, Racine's plays 
could not describe or depict historical circumstances. 
Phedre relates the story of a queen who, thinking her 
husband Theseus dead, falls in love with her stepson 
Hippolytos. Hippolytos refuses her advances but, when 
Theseus unexpectedly returns, the queen sees the chance 
to exact revenge for her humiliation. Phedre convinces 
Theseus that Hippolytos has tried to seduce her. The 
enraged king banishes Hippolytos from his palace, and 
calls down the wrath of the gods on his head. Racked 
with remorse, Phedre takes her own life. Like Racine's 
other tragedies, Phedre unfolds in a court setting among 
a small, closely-knit group of people, each displaying
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one abstracted and exaggerated passion. The characters 
usually express their feelings only according to the 
strict rules of court etiquette. Events taking place in 
the outside world hardly seem to influence their 
actions, and when they do, we are only informed by means 
of a recit.
Even the French critics of the 1820's agreed that 
the intertwining unities were intrinsic to this kind of 
subject and that omitting one would unbalance the
tragedy. They did not oppose Racine but rather the
endless reproduction of his system and the consequent
suffocating effect when imposed on an unsuitable
subject. The audiences and critics of the nineteenth
century wanted to see the realistic portrayal of events
which had taken place in the near or distant past, in 
which the simple passions described by Racine might not 
feature at all. Doubts were raised about the usefulness 
of this system for depicting historical events.(3)
The contributors to Le Globe believed that the 
three unities should be replaced by unity tout court or 
by unity of interest (unite d'interet), suggested by the
eighteenth century theorist La Motte. Schlegel
popularized La Motte's view that the observer's
attention should not be focused on a single hero, but
that the subject as a whole should be of interest to 
him.(4) Diderot, who was also influenced by La Motte,
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maintained that unity of action should spring from unity 
of interest but theorists of the 1820's defended the 
idea that a play could do without unity of action as 
long as its subject and protagonists were interesting. 
In this view, unity existed in the faithful portrayal of 
captivating and moving events and interesting 
personalities gaining and losing importance during the 
course of the play. (5) Unity was now seen as flowing 
from the story instead of being superimposed on it, a 
view which would certainly have been understood by 
Diderot. Thanks to the notion of unity of interest a 
playwright could recount as a whole anything from a day 
in the life of a family to a history of the world.(6) He 
could also portray his characters as complete human 
beings rather than the personification of abstracted 
passions.(7) Henri de Latouche had already used the 
concept of unity of interest to defend David in his 
Salon of 1819, so that we must assume that the concept 
was by then also thought to apply to painting. 
Influenced by Schlegel, Latouche asserted that David's 
Leonidas at Thermopylae (ill. 13) possessed unity of 
interest, the unity which only genius could find.(8) By 
unity of interest Latouche meant the depiction of an 
important historical event in all its detail, a 
definition which was retained in the theories which 
later appeared in Le Globe.
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David began work on Leonidas in 1801, but had to
put the canvas to one side in favour of paintings to 
commemmorate Napoleon's Sacre in the years after 1804. 
Only when Napoleon's downfall was near did David return 
to Leonidas, a work undertaken on his own initiative. 
After the painting was finished in 1814 it remained in 
David's studio for several years, until it was finally 
acquired for the Royal collection in 1819, shortly 
before the publication of Latouche's Salon.(9)
The subject of Leonidas at Thermopylae was taken 
from the Persian wars. In 480 B.C., King Leonidas of
Sparta and his army were trapped at a pass near 
Thermopylae by the Persian army under Xerxes. After some 
deliberation, Leonidas decided to go into battle for the 
last time, knowing that the Spartans stood no chance 
against the much stronger Persian army. The painting 
shows Leonidas pondering his decision and reflecting on 
its consequences, an isolated figure with an inscrutable 
facial expression, while around him his men are 
preparing themselves for their final battle. Incense, 
make-up and merry-making belonged to the Spartan's 
traditional preparations for battle. On Leonidas' orders 
a message was carved into a rock to remind future 
visitors to Thermopylae of the fate of the Spartan 
soldiers who died there for their country.
Critics were fond of the anecdote about Napoleon
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who, on visiting David's studio, did not like the 
painting because of the attention which the painter paid 
to the feelings of the vanquished.(10) Apparently the 
Emperor only judged the painting more favourably when 
his own downfall had become inevitable. Viewers were 
taken aback both by the painting's subject and by its 
composition, which shows Leonidas completely isolated 
from the rest of the scene. As had been the case with 
David's The Sabine Women, critics generally failed to 
appreciate the nakedness of the soldiers who would soon 
have to fight for their lives. It should be added that 
David here introduced an element which had never been 
prominent in his work, that is landscape painting, in 
this case a rendering of the landscape near Thermopylae, 
which he assumed to be correct.(11)
David himself seems to have seen the painting as a 
step towards his goal of finding an alternative to 
contemporary history painting with its emphatic 
gesturing and peinture d'expression, and its obedience 
to unity of action. As we have seen, he wanted to 
express the feeling of devotion to one's country instead 
of depicting an action. Perhaps he wished to return to 
the composition of Poussin's Gathering of the Manna. 
This painting, which closely follows the old testament 
story of manna falling from heaven, shows despair, hope 
and finally joy when the truth of their miraculous
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rescue becomes clear to the Israelites wandering in the 
desert. The viewer's interest is not focussed but spread 
over the whole painting; our knowledge of the story and 
the figure of Moses pointing heaven-wards in the central 
background, give it its unity. Unity of time and action 
in the sense understood by the "theatrical" eighteenth 
century are lacking here. Unlike the figure of Moses, 
the brooding, isolated Leonidas could not serve to link 
the different episodes and emotions shown in the 
painting Leonidas at Thermopylae into a whole. As a 
result, critics and the general public had difficulty 
understanding the work's meaning.
In the essay he wrote to defend the painting, 
Latouche recounts a fictitious conversation between an 
admirer of David and a critic of Leonidas. He chose an 
old member of the Academy to represent the critics and 
connoisseurs who were unable or unwilling to understand 
Leonidas at Thermopylae. During a visit to the 
Luxembourg Museum, where the painting was put on display 
in 1819, he discussed it with a young artist, one of 
David's pupils and an ardent defender of the work.
Naturally the old connoisseur objected to the 
painting's lack of unity of action. The outcome of the 
events at Thermopylae was clear from the start, he 
pointed out.(l2) By chosing to depict the Spartans 
before going into battle, David robbed the painting of
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all tension and the possibility of basing its composi- 
tion around a main action. In the last hours before 
fighting began each man was shown totally absorbed by 
his own thoughts and activities, there was no 
protagonist to unite them. Leonidas' last fateful 
decision had already been taken.
The main object of the young artist, and we may 
safely assume of Latouche, was precisely to show that 
David had found a way of creating unity in this 
painting, to compensate for the unity of action which 
the old amateur so pointedly felt was absent. The young 
artist pointed out that the action shown in a history 
painting did not necessarily have to revolve around a
protagonist for the work to be intelligible and
interesting. David had proved this in Leonidas at
Thermopylae by achieving a perfect unity of the human 
figures and the landscape surrounding them. Leonidas was 
a beautiful history painting because David had rendered 
the situation preceding the battle of Thermopylae with 
the utmost care and precision, including a variety of 
small and seemingly insignificant events.(13) The viewer 
could see with his own eyes that the Spartan position 
was hopeless and at the same time that the Spartan 
troops were all that prevented the Persian forces from 
overwhelming the Greek plains. To the young artist
Leonidas demonstrated that unity of interest, which
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meant showing all the details of an interesting and 
moving historical event, could allow the public to grasp 
a painting's meaning. The older man remained doubtful. 
He believed that too much realism in a history painting 
could reduce the clarity of its message.
Le Globe defended unity of interest when the debate 
on modern drama was still mainly at a theoretical stage. 
However it began to show doubt in the validity of its 
former theories when, after 1827, Victor Hugo, Dumas and 
other young Romantic playwrights began to publish and 
perform plays of a daring and innovative modernism. 
Hugo's Cromwell met with particularly harsh criticism. 
Its subject, Cromwell's attempt to become king of 
England after he had already risen to great political 
power, (a clear reference to Napoleon's career) was 
judged by Charles de Remusat, Le Globe's leading 
literary critic to be unfit as a subject for a tragedy 
or drama, because it described only political events. In 
his view Hugo's wish to give a detailed account of these 
events had seduced him into writing an over-long and 
excessively complicated play. Remusat followed 
Aristotle's assumption that action was the mainstay of 
drama and tragedy and he believed the action was 
weakened by the "esprit de l'observation" displayed by 
the young Romantic writers.(14)
Remusat also complained that, in an attempt to
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avoid the portrayal of abstracted passion familiar from 
classical tragedy, Hugo had combined several 
antithetical traits of character in the person of 
Cromwell. Instead of creating living, breathing and 
credible human characters, writers of the new School too 
often expected their audiences to believe that widely 
contrasting opinions and passions could exist within one 
person.(15)
In 1829 Ludovic Vitet's drama La mort de Henri III, 
aout 1589, scenes historiques, loosely constructed as a 
series of anecdotal scenes, met with devastating 
criticism from Remusat. This, the critic alleged, was 
not a drama but simply the re-telling of part of 
history. Interest and action were not focused, there was 
no denouement, no clear ending. Vitet was advised to 
subordinate his historical knowledge to his imagination, 
to sacrifice some historical detail, and to pay more 
attention to the passions and greatness of character of 
the persons in the play. Remusat's use of the word 
imagination is significant. This subjective artistic 
power became very important in the writings of later 
critics like Planche and Baudelaire but from Remusat's 
article it becomes clear that critics who advocated a 
return to drama which obeyed the classical rules during 
the Restoration had already been influenced by the 
growing demand for self-expression in art which was also
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visible in Hugo's writings.(16) By 1829 Remusat had 
concluded that themes from modern history should be 
subjected to the laws of classical tragedy, in order to 
protect modern, Romantic drama against formlessness and 
exaggeration. This attitude recalls the critics who 
tried to reconcile the champions of form and expression, 
but despite the modernity of the wording, the tone used 
by Le Globe' s contributors was more vehement than that 
heard in the form versus expression debate. They seemed 
to fear a total breakdown of art and literature should 
tendencies like those visible in Hugo's and Vitet's work 
be left unchallenged.
Le Globe repeatedly demonstrated its concern over 
the state of culture in Restoration France. It feared 
that most artists and writers were content to precisely 
copy the outward appearance of their subjects. Hugo's 
collection of poetry Les Orientales was attacked on 
these grounds in 1829. (17) New media, like the panorama 
and the diorama, competed with works of art and 
literature for the public's attention and artists and 
writers undoubtedly tried to achieve the same degree of 
illusionism as these forms of display. Le Globe 
increasingly came to abhor this state of affairs and 
placed its hopes for regeneration in the public in which 
it detected signs of boredom with the shallow culture of 
its time.(18) Interesting as they were as faithful
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depictions of far-away places or historical events,
panorama and diorama were in its view simply not art
because they could not reach the spectator's soul but
could only offer a substitute for reality.(19) A
playwright who was too intent on faithful depiction of
the customs of the past would step beyond the bounds of
art, while a panorama or diorama painter who tried to
achieve artistic effects in his work, like Daguerre in 
his Diorama of Paris, was censured for having ideas 
above his station. (20) The Diorama of Paris was 
condemned as totally useless because Parisians already 
knew the view it recreated. Worse still, Daguerre had 
tried to make the scene more interesting by using 
dramatic lighting effects, which did not belong in a 
panorama.
In the debate on form versus expression most 
critics accepted that the emulation of classical form 
and the modern demand for expression could go together 
to enrich art. The debate on unity in art and literature 
quickly seemed to take the shape of a defence of art 
against an invasion of non-art. It was considered to be 
art' s function to make the great ideas and passions 
which inspired people understandable, whereas the new 
media only provoked the public's curiosity. Was this 
price worth paying for the requirement that art should 
belong to its time?
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The Debate on Unity in Painting
We will now examine more closely the problem of 
unity in painting and the way in which it was affected 
by the invention of diorama and panorama. As we have 
seen, French commentators and other authorities on art 
theory had already tackled the problem of ut pictura 
poesis. Lessing's rejection of the theory won relatively 
few adherents in France. Most critics and theorists 
agreed with Dubos and Diderot that history painting 
should portray elevated, expressive and moving action in 
order to compete with poetry, even though it could only 
show one moment.
The critical work of Denis Diderot prompted the 
rethinking of the relationship between painting and 
poetry during the 1820's. Under his influence, artists 
of this period tried to overcome the limitations of 
painting and win for themselves the same possiblities 
for depicting long and complex stories that poetry 
already possessed.(21) Since I have already traced 
Diderot's thinking on the subject in the chapter on ut 
pictura poesis and expression before the 1830's, I will 
mention only the most important aspects here.
In his essays on art and many of his Salon- 
criticisms Diderot had shown himself to be an ardent 
defender of both unity of action and unity of interest.
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Artists, he believed, should portray the most 
significant moment of an action, preferably a slightly 
unusual event from family life, which should reveal 
unity in a natural way. To make comprehensible to the 
viewer the context of the moment itself, the events 
which happened in the past and also the future, the 
inanimate objects and the gestures and facial expressi- 
ons shown should all be highly significative. We have 
seen that Diderot admired the emphatic gesturing of the 
figures in Greuze's genre paintings whereas Delecluze 
abhorred it. Diderot believed that a painter could 
relate an entire family history in a series of 
paintings, so competing with poetry.
As explained above, related ideas are visible in 
Diderot's theory of the drame bourgeois. Its main 
attraction was its visual impact and a realism which he 
directed should emulate the liveliness of painted 
scenes, to make the public feel as though they were 
looking at a moving painting. As in painting, unity of 
action should coincide with unity of interest and both 
unities should emerge in an apparently natural way from 
the web of causes and events which made up the action of 
the play. To maintain this illusion of naturalness 
several persons on stage were frequently allowed to 
follow their own trains of thought, unconnected to those 
of the others. The spectator often understood more about
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the true state of affairs than the drama's protagonists, 
who behaved like real-life people, bewildered by 
partially understood events and remarks. Only in the 
tableaux around which the drama was built, did the 
strands of the action come together. Like Greuze's genre 
paintings these were highly emotional scenes showing 
characters completely absorbed in the events taking 
place and unaware of the theatre audience's presence. 
The most important and emotional scenes in a drame 
bourgeois were of a predominantly visual nature. To 
Diderot this seemed to prove that an image could 
sometimes depict emotions far better than poetry.
As mentioned above, landscape paintings could often 
inspire the imaginative critic to feel as though walking 
through their limitless space, completely surrounded and 
overawed by the sublimity of nature and unaware of the 
passing of time.
Loutherbourg, a painter whom Diderot particularly 
admired, had won great fame in France as well as in 
England thanks to this interest in the sublime. In 1781 
he managed to capture the attention of the London public 
with a miniature theatre, the Eidophysikon (ill. 14), 
which allowed the audience to witness successive scenes 
showing moving objects and realistic depictions of 
natural phenomena. Loutherbourg made use of lighting 
effects achieved with the help of screens, coloured
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slides, reflectors and transparencies. He could for 
instance recreate Naples at sunset or a storm at sea 
complete with claps of thunder and forked lighting. The 
public's experience of a scene was therefore no longer 
tied to the depiction of one moment, as it would be when 
viewing a painting.(22)
Following the drame bourgeois, yet another new 
genre, the melodrama, appeared on the French stage at 
the end of the eighteenth century. Its main theme was 
persecuted innocence and its means of expression were 
highly emotional gestures and speech, and impressive 
reproductions of natural phenomena, like storms at sea 
and volcanic eruptions or scenes from history. During a 
later stage of its development it would often disregard 
the unities of time, place and action. Because of its 
dependence on visual effects and emotionalism it was 
regarded as unfit to be performed at the state-run 
theatres and was banished to the boulevard theatres, 
which catered for a non-intellectual public.(23)
When the panorama first appeared in France in 1799, 
the public was already used to overwhelmingly realistic 
depictions of stirring scenes which stretched its expe- 
rience of time and place. The panorama went one step 
further. In its most common form it was an enormous 
piece of canvas, attached to a circular frame. The 
viewer, standing on a platform in the centre of the
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circle, was completely surrounded by the depicted scene 
and so received the impression of commanding a view. 
(1ll. 15) Diderot's call for paintings which would make 
the viewer feel part of them seemed to be fulfilled 
here.(24) Popular subjects for panoramas were cities and 
landscapes, but panoramas depicting successive episodes 
from a well-known historical event were also shown. 
However the suitability of this kind of subject for 
depiction in a panorama was questioned. Extremely active 
scenes like battles would appear petrified when shown in 
full detail in a large panorama. Besides, the panorama 
painter could not make use of unity of action in order 
to give his work its meaning. Interpretation had to be 
left to the viewer.
The new invention was at first well received by 
French intellectuals. The Institut sent a committee 
which reported favourably on it. The panorama was 
regarded as an innovation which could inspire painters 
to perfect their art. (25) Not only could the panorama 
painter render scenery far more realistically than 
ordinary painters, but the technical difficulties he met 
with were also infinitely greater. To understand the 
Institut's attitude towards the panorama we must 
remember that its aims and principles were very 
different from those of the Institut of the Restoration 
period. The Institut of around 1800 believed in a free
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and constructive exchange between scientists and 
artists, to enhance progress in art, science and socie- 
ty. The Institut of the Restoration, in contrast, kept 
art and science separate. Under the strict direction of 
Quatremere de Quincy, the Institut's Academie des beaux- 
arts no longer placed much importance on contacts 
between artists and scientists or society as a whole. 
Its foremost task was seen to be protecting the status 
of classical Greek sculpture as the ultimate standard in 
art.(2 6)
During the Restoration it was not only the Academie 
des beaux-arts which opposed the panorama but also many 
independent critics. By now it had gained the same 
disrepute as the melodrama and the diorama, developed 
from the Eidophysikon by Daguerre in 1822. Using a 
similar technique to the Eidophysikon it could show a 
three-dimensional scene which changed over time, such as 
a sunset seen through the windows of a building.(27)
All of these new media were accused of exploiting 
their public's hidden fears and love of sensation. There 
were many stories of people visiting a panorama showing 
a storm at sea and being seized by seasickness.(28) This 
frightening and often vulgar realism caused the new 
media to be seen as outside the sphere of art. As we 
have seen the influence which they were believed to have 
on the art of their time was deplored. This prompts the
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question of whether the new media's influence can really 
be traced in the art of the Restoration. When Gericault 
exhibited his Raft of the Medusa (ill. 16) in Dublin 
after it had caused a stir at the Salon of 1819 he was 
faced with competition from several panoramas of the 
shipwreck of the Medusa. Afterwards he declared that it 
was impossible to beat the panorama in its realistic 
depictions of historical events. The artist expressed 
his wish to work on enormous stretches of wall (29) , 
perhaps because only in this way would he be able to 
compete with the panorama painters.
The well-known story depicted by Gericault was that 
of the transport ship La Meduse, wrecked before the 
African coast in 1816, due to the incompetence of her 
officers. Most of them owed their commissions to their 
unquestioning support for the Bourbon regime. When the 
crew and passengers had to abandon ship, a large group 
of them were left to cling to an improvised raft, while 
the officers kept the ship's boats for themselves. After 
some time the raft was cut loose because it reduced the 
progress of the boats. It was adrift for nearly fourteen 
days, without food and water, before the few survivors 
were saved by a passing ship.
The painting itself does indeed seem to owe some of 
its most important features to panoramas and dioramas. 
Like them it makes its viewers feel they are present at
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the scene. The huge ominous-looking raft, tilting 
backwards almost draws the spectator into the 
painting.(3O) The effect is heightened by the small 
space left between the front of the raft and the 
painting's frame, the movement away from the viewer of 
many of the figures on the raft and the two dead bodies 
in front which seem to be touching the frame. These 
characteristics were noted by many critics in 1819. They 
suggested that Gericault should have painted the raft at 
a distance from the viewer, surrounded by the sea. This 
would have made the hopelessness and isolation of the 
Medusa's shipwrecked crew more obvious.(31) It would 
also have enabled Gericault to use a smaller canvas, as 
befitted a merely anecdotal subject. This implied that 
the scandal around the shipwreck was not a historical 
fact of great national importance justifying the choice 
of a large canvas. Since the characters in the story 
were not rendered as small figures, as was considered 
appropriate to genre and to subjects from recent 
history, their distress could hardly fail to move the 
viewer. The choice of a large canvas was also deemed 
unwise because the composition lacked so many of the 
features of history painting. None of the figures shown 
were well-known historical personalities, and no single 
character could be regarded as the most important.(32)
In 1824 Delacroix's Massacre of Chios (ill. 17) met
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with similar criticism. Like The Raft of the Medusa it
was based on a news story which had provoked public 
outrage rather than offering a beautified version of an 
event considered to be of great national importance. Its 
horrific subject was the slaughter of twenty-thousand 
inhabitants of the island Chios by the Turks in 1822, 
during the Greek War of Liberation. The figures depicted 
did not seem connected to one another and again there 
was no "hero", the only active person being a Turkish 
officer killing without showing emotion.(33) Nor was it 
clear which moment the painter had chosen. Were these 
Greek prisoners waiting to be killed, would they be sold 
as slaves, or were they dying of a contagious disease? 
Their strange facial expressions certainly gave no 
clues. Critics were positively shocked by the image of a 
man laughing while in agony.(34) Clearly Delacroix had 
taken the preoccupation with individualized expression 
already visible in David's teaching one step too far.
Critics also observed that the persons depicted 
seemed unaware of each other's presence and also that on 
either side of the scene some persons were shown 
incompletely, as if cut in half by the frame. This seems 
to make sense only if we take into account the 
painting's original title, Scenes du massacre de Scio. 
This indicates that the painting shows only a few 
representative examples of the many cruelties which had
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been committed at Chios.(35) These scenes of suffering 
had been endlessly repeated there, the Greeks being 
defenceless and unable to resist their murderers. The 
problems caused by the painting's lack of unity of 
action were neatly summed up by Thiers. He believed that 
it was impossible for the viewer to divide his attention 
between a series of tragedies, each of equal 
importance.(36) Nonetheless, the France of 1824 was 
united in its indignation over the horrific events which 
had taken place in Greece, so that most critics did not 
believe the subject of The Massacre of Chios to be unfit 
for history painting per se.(37)
In fact there are important differences between the 
two paintings. Both meet Diderot's requirement that the 
figures should appear to be unaware of the viewer's 
presence, but The Raft of the Medusa seems to be 
influenced by Diderot in another way. Although the 
painting does not possess unity of action, everyone on 
the raft who can still move seems to be drawn to a 
common point of interest, the sail in the distance. The 
Massacre of Chios has no point of interest, being 
dominated by apathy and indifference. Although the two 
paintings have much in common, Gericault's work seems to 
conform more closely to eighteenth-century theory 
because unity within the painting is created in a 
natural way. The Massacre of Chios can only be said to
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possess a certain degree of unity of interest because 
the tragic events shown prompt the spectator's 
compassion. Yet the critics' charge of lack of unity is 
also true for The Raft of the Medusa. None of the 
persons on the raft deserves our attention and 
compassion more than any of the others. It is impossible 
to choose between the hopeful group in the background 
and the apathic figures in the foreground. Although 
Gericault clearly intended to paint a peripetie, the 
painting does not make clear whether the hope of the 
group waving to the ship in the distance is justified. 
Many ships passed the raft without noticing it during 
its terrible voyage. In contrast, Poussin's Gathering of 
the Manna, which undoubtedly inspired Gericault, does 
not leave any doubt that salvation is finally at hand.
Many critics writing at the time when Delacroix's 
and Gericault's paintings were first on view recognized 
that they left a deep impression on the public. However, 
many of them wondered whether this emotion reflected the 
power of art or whether it was simply the shock of 
confrontation with harsh, unsanitised reality. (38)
Significantly, David's Leonidas again crops up in
the discussion on the merits of the history paintings
which appeared at the Salon of 1824, this time in a
Salon review by Alphonse Rabbe. This critic had been a 
pupil in David's workshop around 1800, and he was also a
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friend of Henri de Latouche, who had defended the
painting in 1819. Rabbe's Salon of 1824 was published in 
the republican newspaper Le Courrier frangais.(39) Rabbe 
also pointed to the work' s supposed lack of unity of 
action.
Rabbe, who as a republican did not feel the need to 
exclude David's Revolutionary and pre-Revolutionary 
paintings from praise, believed that all his works held 
great dramatic interest. David chose subjects which 
enabled the viewer to ponder the circumstances leading 
to the event depicted, and particularly on what the 
future held for the persons shown in the painting. Rabbe 
seems to use the concept of unity of interest, which was 
introduced by Latouche, in his discussion of Leonidas. 
The critic writing in 1824 believed that paintings 
should achieve unity and dramatic interest by evoking 
not only the immediate past and future through unity of 
action but also the historical, cultural and religious 
context of the event shown. It was Rabbe's conviction 
that the viewer could in this way feel surrounded by 
events which were not in themselves complete, but which 
formed part of a far greater whole, or "space" to use 
his term, which was not explicitly shown, but only 
suggested to the imagination. (40)
The Oath of the Horatii, Brutus and Leonidas were 
classified by Rabbe as "works having dramatic interest".
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In his analysis of Leonidas, Rabbe defended the view
that the painting possessed dramatic interest thanks to 
the viewer' s knowledge of what was soon to happen. All 
of the brave Spartan soldiers would soon die, as their 
code of honour demanded. One had only to see Leonidas' 
expression and the vulnerable nakedness of all the 
Spartans, to realize this. Rabbe stressed that it was 
not the display of virtue which gave the painting its 
dramatic interest, but the prospect of death. In his 
view the painter could have achieved the same interest 
in a far less noble subject, that of Roman gladiators 
going into the arena. Such a scene would invite the
viewer to ponder the way in which the gladiators would 
die, purely for the pleasure of "le peuple roi".
Rabbe did not identify dramatic interest in any of 
the paintings displayed by David's pupils at the Salon 
of 1824. He saw this quality only in a painting by
Sigalon, a painter as controversial as Delacroix. His
Locuste (ill. 18) was based on a few lines from Racine's 
Britannicus in which Britannicus' murderer Narcissus 
recounts his visit to the witch Locuste to buy poison. 
To demonstrate the effectiveness of the poison she gave 
it to a slave, who died immediately in Narcissus' 
presence. Sigalon depicted Narcissus and Locuste 
watching the dying slave fixedly. Most critics writing 
in 1824 still thought that this scene could only be
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suitably related in a recit. Rabbe praised the painting
for suggesting both Britannicus' inevitable death and 
the crimes of Nero, during whose reign the murder took 
place. (4l)
Rabbe showed himself to be a defender not only of 
unity of interest but also of the idea that a painting 
which showed this unity would look like a piece taken 
from a larger space. Again the overwhelming experience 
of the panorama which refused to keep its distance from 
the spectator seems to have left its mark. What is even 
more striking in Rabbe's criticism is his readiness to 
do without a hero at the centre of the action. He wanted 
to use unity of interest to show mankind subject to 
historical circumstances and the demands of culture and 
religion. Ultimately this enabled him to accept 
paintings and subjects which make the observer watch 
with fascination the helplessness of people about to 
die. In these paintings even the faint hope which The 
Raft of the Medusa leaves us is absent. The hero as 
exemplum virtutis, so characteristic of eighteenth- 
century art and literature, no longer appealed to Rabbe. 
He found an alternative for its theatricality in the 
powerful drama of ordinary lives, in which the viewer 
could easily imagine himself. To Rabbe the emotional 
appeal of these works easily exceeded anything which 
Greuze had to offer.
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In his compte-rendu of artistic developments during
the Restoration which was published in 1831, Delecluze 
accused the young painters of the day of imitating the 
panorama in order to be free to depict a succession of 
ideas.(42) The artists' struggle to overcome the 
limitations of painting had finally been recognized by a 
leading critic. Delecluze did not hesitate to tie their 
efforts to the emergence of new media, which he and 
other critics were not prepared to accept. Their 
arguments were the same as those of theatre critics. Art 
should not cater to vulgar tastes by satisfying 
curiosity about historical detail, and at its worst, by 
feeding its audience on sheer sensation. Allthough 
painters did not have the same freedom as poets, they 
could and indeed should imitate them in making the 
viewer grasp the underlying meaning of an event or the 
heroism attached to it. To achieve this, painting, like 
drama and tragedy, could not do without unity of action. 
Apparently Delecluze believed that the didacticism which 
he saw as the main feature of Shakespearian art had 
driven artists to portray gratuitously horrific scenes, 
without taking the trouble to explain their essence, or 
the passions driving the people involved. Delecluze 
would never accept as valuable or meaningful history 
paintings which attempted no more than the realistic 
depiction of scenes from the endless litany of horrors
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which critics like Rabbe believed history to be.
Gericault died in 1824 and it is not obvious which 
direction his work would have taken had he lived longer. 
Delacroix continued to bombard the public with history 
paintings judged even more overwhelming and repulsive 
than The Massacre of Chios, to the extent that in later 
years critics were apt to credit this work with 
idealization and unity almost worthy of a place in the 
best French tradition. Many felt that Gericault, had he 
but lived, would have become a strong and inspiring 
leader of the French School. Republican critics and 
advocates of "social" art especially admired The Raft of 
the Medusa. Michelet's interpretation of it as the 
shipwreck of French society is well known and Charles 
Blanc's description of The Raft of the Medusa in his 
Histoire des peintres frangais au dix-neuvieme siecle 
(1845) is another example. This critic was unimpressed 
by most developments taking place in French art during 
the 1820's and 1830's, and did not include artists who 
were still alive when he wrote this book, so that 
Delacroix was hardly mentioned. Blanc, an ardent re- 
publican and socialist chose Gericault as the hero of 
modern painting. The difference between David and 
Gericault he believed was one of form only. Like David 
and every other great French artist of the past, 
Gericault possessed the ability to endow his subjects
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with poetry and to elevate them to heroic stature. (43) 
The Raft of the Medusa had by now entered the realms of 
myth and was credited with the deep significance and 
elevation which could be expected in history painting. 
We must assume that the work came to be accorded this 
lofty status, not only because it recounted a 
significant and shameful episode in French history, but 
also because its claims to unity had always been greater 
and its place in French tradition more obvious than 
those of many contemporary history paintings. Gericault, 
who admired both David and Gros greatly, wanted to 
emulate the Davidian School in history painting while at 
the same time renewing it. He expressed deep admiration 
for the way in which David had depicted the human figure 
in Leonidas,(44) and indeed drew it well himself.
Le Moniteur's art critic Fabien Pillet had already 
tried to rehabilitate The Massacre of Chios during the 
1830's.(45) The critic contrasted the painting with 
Delacroix's later works, which he believed increasingly 
showed bad taste, bad composition and poor drawing.
Pillet was not the only critic to note this deve- 
lopment in Delacroix's work. Delacroix, they claimed, 
had taken art in a different direction to the one in 
which Gericault would have led it, dooming history 
painting to ultimately lose its clarity and meaning 
altogether.(46) Their only hope was that Delacroix's
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apparent inability to attract talented pupils would 
prevent him creating a powerful, lasting new School. In 
order to understand this point of view we will look more 
closely at a few of the critical articles written on 
Delacroix's work during the Restoration.
The Problem of Lack of Meaning in Modern History 
Painting
Delacroix had his first real success as an artist 
with Dante and Virgil in the Underworld, (ill. 19) taken 
from Dante's Divina Commedia, (Inferno, Canto VIII) and 
first exhibited in 1822. The subject and the way in 
which Delacroix treated it met with wide acclaim. 
Although taken from modern, i.e. non-classical, 
literature, the subject was a lofty one. The painting 
was clearly centred around the two figures in the boat, 
and Delacroix had taken care not to overdo his rendering 
of the fearful scenes of Dante's underworld. His manner 
was based not on David' s drawing but on that of various 
artists from colourist Schools, (for example the 
influence of Rubens's Medici cycle can be seen in the 
lost souls trying to climb into the boat) , but he still 
managed to make the scene, the figures in it and their 
costume look rather classical. Indeed it was suggested 
that the later juste milieu artists had imitated and
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vulgarized the Delacroix of Dante and Virgil.(47)
As we have seen, Delacroix quickly left the path 
which would have led him to undisputed fame. The 
Massacre of Chios attracted criticism of bad drawing, 
lack of unity and frightening and incomprehensible 
peinture d'expression. He was accused of packing so much 
misery into the foreground of the work that the public 
could hardly be expected to take it in, and of 
attempting mannered and unnatural-looking colouristic 
effects, only to present himself as the greatest 
innovative talent of the 1820's. Only a few critics, 
notably Arnold Scheffer, were prepared to defend his 
demand for absolute freedom in this and subsequent 
works.
Nevertheless, The Massacre of Chios was put on 
permanent show in the Luxembourg collection of modern 
painting, and Delacroix received commissions for 
subjects taken from antiquity and the Bible. It was 
doubtless hoped that Delacroix would mend his ways when 
tackling two traditional subjects for history painting. 
Unfortunately, he did not. Christ in the Olive Garden 
(ill. 20) was criticized for the figures of the two 
sleeping disciples on the left, hardly recognizable in 
the murky darkness and only half shown. (48) Its other 
feature which attracted criticism was the group of three 
angels on the right, who it was believed Delacroix had
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copied from an English print, without taking the trouble 
to adapt them to his composition.(49)
The Emperor Justinian composing his laws, which had 
been commissioned for the conference room of the Conseil 
d'Etat, met with a mixed reception. The Death of 
Sardanapalus (ill. 21), another painting based on a 
subject from antiquity and chosen by Delacroix himself, 
caused uproar when it made its long-awaited appearance 
at the end of the Salon of 1827. This painting was based 
on a tragedy by Byron. It showed the Assyrian king who, 
having been besieged by rebels in his palace for two 
years decides to burn himself together with everything 
most dear to him. He therefore has a pyre built of all 
his treasures, and takes his place on top of it, calmly 
looking on as his women and horses are being killed by 
his soldiers.
Critics and public alike were shocked by this scene 
of undiluted horror and sensualism. Not only Delacroix' 
choice of subject but also the painting's composition 
were condemned. It was described as being so badly 
composed that one could hardly see where the scene was 
taking place. Objects and people seemed to be scattered 
throughout.(5O) This painting was the first example in 
Delacroix's oeuvre of a work calculated to make a great 
sensual and emotional impact on its public, without any 
attempt at edification. This and later works led
200
Delecluze to accuse Delacroix of being a cynical Byronic 
Romanticist.
The work is similar to Leonidas, Locuste and The
Massacre of Chios in that the viewer understands that
the death of all the characters shown is imminent and
unavoidable, and that he is only seeing part of the
frightening events taking place in Sardanapalus' palace. 
The scene seems to form part of a panoramic continuum of 
time and space, in the same way as its great 
predecessors. However, this scene of monstruous and sen- 
seless atrocity brought home the shortcomings of 
Delacroix's choice of composition principles to viewers 
of his own time.
If a painting showed a scene of historical 
significance, critics observed, the fact that the work 
suggested more than it actually showed could serve to 
deepen the viewer's understanding of the event, 
particularly because many historical events did not lend 
themselves to being reduced to fit unity of time, place 
and action in theatre or in painting.(51) Where 
panorama-like effects were used in combination with 
insignificant subjects, they would only give the viewer 
the sense that the events shown, shocking and 
overwhelming as they were, formed part of an endless and 
meaningless sequence. Critics saw this as a failing in 
The Massacre of Chios, but felt that it was alleviated
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in this painting by the subject which was of great 
interest to the public who sympathized with the 
oppressed Greeks. The Death of Sardanapalus in contrast 
could not play on such sympathies and was met only with 
disgust.
The Execution of the Doge Marino Faliero (ill. 22), 
a painting finished shortly before The Death of Sardan- 
apalus and also based on a drama by Byron, may equally 
serve to illustrate this problem. During the nineteenth 
century, the death of Marino Faliero in 1355 was not, in 
all quarters, believed to be the result of heroic or 
virtuous behaviour on his part. In fourteenth-century 
Venice, the Doge and the common people had lost all 
their power to an oligarchy consisting of noblemen, 
whose members misbehaved scandalously. During a party at 
Faliero's house a young nobleman called Steno insulted 
the Doge's much younger wife. The powerful Council of 
Forty, of which Steno was one of the leaders, sentenced 
the nobleman to a month's imprisonment. Faliero 
considered this far too light a punishment for the 
insult to his wife's virtue but his protests went 
unheeded. The enraged Doge turned to the people, 
conspiring to increase his own power and to widen demo- 
cracy in Venice. When he was betrayed, Faliero was 
sentenced to death and executed on the Giant Staircase 
where he had taken the oath of allegiance to the
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Venetian Republic. Although the corruption of the 
Venetian nobility was not questioned by nineteenth- 
century accounts of the case, it was also suggested that 
the rage and resentment of an old man had been the main 
reason for the conspiracy and that political aims took 
second place to revenge for Faliero. Moreover, only a 
few months before the conspiracy the Doge had secured 
peace with Genoa, yet he was prepared to risk a civil 
war within his own war-weary city.(52)
Ludovic Vitet, who succeeded Adolphe Thiers as the 
art critic of Le Globe, wrote by far the most vehement 
criticism of Delacroix's Marino Faliero. (53) Like 
Remusat's unfavourable reaction to the dramas of the 
time, Vitet's articles form a clear indication of the 
newspaper's return to a more conservative standpoint. 
Ironically, Vitet's dramas were attacked by Remusat for 
the same flaws which the former identified in 
Delacroix's work. Vitet's ideas on painting were clearly 
more rigid than those on theatre. In this he shared the 
position of many contemporary critics who could not 
accept the artists' wish to free painting from its 
restrictions. Vitet complained that Marino Faliero 
resembled a scene by the famous writer of melodrama 
D'Arlincourt. The reason for this comparison was that 
Delacroix had given the Giant Staircase a central place 
in his painting, so that it resembled a stage set for a
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melodrama. The white surface separates the group of 
Venetian dignitaries at the top from the body of the 
executed Doge, the public executioner, and the people 
being ushered in to see the body at the bottom. One of 
the dignitaries displays the executioner' s sword to the 
people looking up at him, reputedly saying the words: 
"The sword of justice has killed the traitor".
From this original composition and Vitet's 
accusation we must conclude that Delacroix had imitated 
the overwhelming visual recreations of historical events 
which made melodrama so compelling and which had also 
inspired the last scenes of Byron's play. Instead of 
taking a human being, Faliero, as the painting's 
protagonist, Delacroix made the staircase fulfil this 
role. It emphasizes the distance between the executed 
Doge and the people of his own class who have cast him 
out.
But Vitet found more to say about the painting. He 
was particularly annoyed by the expressionless faces of 
the noblemen. He suggested that their apparent lack of 
emotion at the execution was caused by the fact that 
they included some of Faliero's fellow conspirators, in 
mortal fear of betraying their feelings. The work would 
have been infinitely more attractive if Delacroix had 
made use of the scope available to the history painter 
for creating contrasting episodes, which would have
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served both to lessen the horrific effect of this scene
and to clarify it. Significantly, Vitet proposed the 
addition of an old statesman, instructing his two sons 
on their duties to the Republic and the fate which
awaited traitors.(54) This would have helped in the 
interpretation of this painting which showed a row of 
motionless, expressionless figures, looking down on one 
of their own who has been executed only seconds before. 
Although Delacroix may have sympathized with the Doge 
and the people, or may have meant his picture as a
comment on the fate of those who refused to obey a code 
imposed upon them, to critics of the 1820's his
interpretation of the story of Marino Faliero was not 
sufficiently clear.
Vitet was also upset by the fact that Delacroix had 
made the whole painting look like a pastiche on a work 
of the Venetian School. He had made no attempt to 
beautify the ugly Venetian faces, nor had he softened 
the lack of elegance and garish colour of Venetian 
costume. The wall paintings, escutcheons and banners in 
the background combined to make the painting, whose
subject was taken from the Middle-Ages, look like a 
miniature from this period.
Vitet's essay on The Execution of the Doge Marino 
Faliero sums up the shortcomings of the painting as seen 
by viewers of the time. Technically, it was a
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painstaking imitation of Venetian painting, including 
all its deficiencies. Although the scene seemed 
frightening enough at first sight, the spectator was 
offered no help in interpreting and reflecting upon it, 
so that its impression on him was bound to be short- 
lived. The "effect" of this kind of painting was once 
described as that of "a pistol fired in a cellar".(55)
During the 1820's, critics were confronted by 
novelists, playwrights and painters who devoted all 
their energy to rendering historical detail correctly, 
and refused to choose subjects which invited the public 
to reflect on the great deeds of history. Small wonder 
then that these observers believed that French culture, 
particularly the great traditions of tragedy and history 
painting would soon be lost in triviality, if writers 
and artists did not learn to bring seriousness and the 
ideal back into their work. Since history painters 
anyhow had little room to show the deeper meaning and 
complexity of their subjects, as compared to poets, 
their tendency to concentrate on the imitation of 
foreign Schools and historical detail would inevitably 
lead to paintings like The Execution of the Doge Marino 
Faliero, gaudy but devoid of meaning.
Paul Delaroche was the only painter to enjoy, 
temporarily, almost universal praise for his history 
paintings, only for later critics to reject them as
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lacking deeper meaning and ideal.(56) This artist, part 
of the group which became accepted in 1827, because they 
had adopted a juste milieu approach, became a member of 
the Academy in 1832, representing the centre and left in 
French painting. Although his attitude was probably a 
significant reason for his election, no doubt the 
popularity of his history paintings, shown at the Salon 
of 1831, was just as important.
These paintings appealed to the public which had 
lived through the turbulent days of July 1830. Although 
their subjects were taken from seventeenth-century 
history, two of them seemed to relate to the Revolution 
which the French had recently witnessed. The most 
important was Cromwell Viewing the Body of Charles I 
(ill. 23), based on Guizot's account of this event in 
his Histoire de la Revolution d'Angleterre (1826-1827) 
and Chateaubriand's Les quatre Stuarts (1828). The 
painting depicts only two persons, Cromwell and the 
decapitated king, who is already in his coffin. 
Cromwell, representing the new, non-aristocratic regime, 
is roughly and carelessly dressed while the dead king is 
still wearing some of the finery of a nobleman. As a 
sign of his defeat Charles I is not lying in state, his 
simple coffin rests on two chairs. Cromwell surveys the 
body with an impassive look, behind which many thoughts 
may lie hidden. It was reported that the only thought
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which Cromwell expressed was that the king might still 
have had a long life ahead of him, his body being robust 
and strong.(57)
This motionless and almost expressionless scene was 
believed to represent the drama in the confrontation of 
the vanquished old regime with the new. (58) Another of 
Delaroche's paintings was admired for a similar reason. 
Cinq-Mars is based on Alfred de Vigny's novel of the 
same title. Its subject is the struggle of the French 
nobility against Louis XIII, who like his son tried to 
rob them of their independence and power. Against the 
background of a beautiful summer evening the painting 
shows the two noblemen Cinq-Mars and De Thou, captives 
of Richelieu, who are being brought to prison for
execution in a boat attached to the vessel of the
cardinal. This simple scene was seen as containing a 
whole history or novel.(59)
The Children of Edward IV (ill. 24) shows an
episode from fifteenth century English history, although 
Delaroche was inspired more by Shakespeare's version of 
it in Richard III than by historical fact. Richard, Duke 
of Gloucester has schemed his way to the throne after 
the death of his brother, Edward IV. To rid himself of 
Edward's sons he has them locked in the Tower and
murdered. The painting shows the two princes, who have 
been reading a prayerbook, clinging to each other in
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their dark cell whilst a ray of light shining in through 
the partly open door announces the arrival of their 
murderers. As in Cromwell, the simplicity of the scene 
links the painting to genre, while its size is more 
typical for a history painting. In 1831 this and 
Delaroche's other works received acclaim because, by 
simply showing an event as it happened, they made the 
public feel almost that they were actually present at 
the scene. (60) This was seen as the most perfect way to 
make the public understand the lessons to be drawn from 
history.(6l)
However, as euphoria over the July Revolution 
faded, so did interest in Delaroche's paintings. The 
artist's status as a history painter was questioned 
because his work was seen to lack inspiration and 
thought.(62) Delaroche was also attacked over his exact 
renderings of historical costume and furniture. These 
were given so much emphasis that critics accused 
Delaroche of attaching the same importance to them as to 
the human beings shown.(63)
Delaroche' s fall from grace with the critics was 
hastened by his Execution of Lady Jane Grey (ill. 25), 
first shown in 1834. King Edward VI, who died childless 
in 1553, named Lady Jane Grey as his successor. After a 
reign lasting only a few days, Jane was defeated and 
charged with high treason by Mary Tudor, who as Edward's
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sister had a greater right to the throne and was 
supported by the people. The painting shows the young, 
attractive Jane Grey kneeling before the executioner's 
block, beautifully dressed, surrounded by ladies-in- 
waiting as perfectly dressed and as distressed as she, 
and by the male representatives of power. Although the 
painting appealed to the public greatly, many critics 
such as Planche, Gautier and Laviron did not like it. 
Their criticism of Delaroche implied criticism of the 
juste milieu attitude in politics as well as in art. 
They believed that Delaroche owed his success to the 
beautiful historical costumes, the over-neat depiction 
of this horrible event and, above all, to the 
implausibly pitying and courteous attitude of the men, 
including the executioner.(64) They wondered whether 
Lady Jane Grey really bore some guilt or was simply the 
victim of her power-hungry relatives. Was Delaroche on 
her side or did he favour Mary, the legitimate queen? 
Delaroche's painting with its weak heroine certainly did 
not make this clear. (65) Although the conflict still 
going on between the Orleanist and the Bourbon 
(legitimist) parties may have influenced this judgment, 
the critics apparently thought the subject no more than 
an excuse to show a sentimental and sensational scene, 
in which a beautiful young girl is victimized.
To Delaroche's critics this piece proved that a
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history painting could not do without a hero, whose 
inner life was made visible, and must induce viewers to 
reflect on the deeper truth underlying the scene. No 
display of historical knowledge could compensate for a 
lack of elevation.
The Societe libre des beaux-arts and the Saint-Simonists
Although most critics writing during the 1820's 
would have been indignant about artists seeking 
inspiration in melodrama, panorama and diorama, a few 
had high hopes of artists who had studied the latter two 
media.
Throughout this period the liberal journalist 
Charles Farcy maintained that the decline visible in the 
art of his time was caused by artists' lack of technical 
knowledge. In his magazine Le Journal des artistes, 
founded in 1827, he attacked the general sloppiness in 
the execution of work by the young, innovative artists 
of the day. Delacroix's Christ in the Olive Garden and 
The Death of Sardanapalus were subjected to vicious 
criticism on this count.(66) Over the years, Farcy 
managed to attract enough supporters to found an organi- 
zation to further his ideas. His Societe libre des 
beaux-arts came into being shortly after the Revolution 
of 1830, and set about seeking favour with the new
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government.(67)
The membership of the Societe did not include the 
most famous or controversial artists of the day. Abel de 
Pujol, who became a member of the Academie des beaux- 
arts in 1835 was probably the best-known of the painters 
who supported the Societe. Like most members, he 
defended classicism in more or less modified form, and 
tried to honour David's memory. Other relatively well- 
known members were the panorama painter Daguerre, 
Paillot de Montabert, writer of an important handbook on 
painting, the Traite complet de la peinture, Lenoir, the 
antiquarian and founder of the Musee des monuments 
franqais, and the architect Hittorf, who redesigned the 
Place de la Concorde during the 1830's, and who also ran 
a panorama-building. Many of the Societe's members, 
including Abel de Pujol and Paillot de Montabert, had 
been David's pupils.
The Societe' s aim was to further progress in art 
and the well-being of artists through a free exchange of 
ideas between artists and amateurs and by experimenting 
with new inventions and techniques in the field of the 
arts.(68) In other words, it tried to keep intact the 
ideals of the Institut's early years and hoped to act as 
a counterweight to the rigid post-Napoleonic Academy,
which saw the emulation of classical Greek art as its
only aim. The Societe therefore not only blamed the
212
younger generation of artists but also the Academy for 
the loss of quality which it observed.
Like many contemporary critics, the members of the 
Societe echoed Musset's complaint that the end of the 
Napoleonic wars had caused many young men to seek a 
profession who formerly would have made careers in the 
army or would have died young on the battlefield. As a 
result of this, artists' workshops were flooded with new 
pupils, many of whom had neither the talent nor the 
dedication to perfect their art. The heavy competition 
drove many to specialize in small, sketchy genre 
paintings, made according to unchanging formulas which 
attracted buyers.(69) The Academy exacerbated this 
tendency by establishing a sketching competition. Ar- 
tists were allowed to submit their first sketches of 
history paintings rather than only finished 
compositions. Moreover, since the Academy prescribed the 
copying of Greek statuary as the main pillar of an 
artist's education, art students no longer learned to 
finish a painting, to draw groups of interacting figures 
or, most importantly to draw them in correct 
perspective. One of Farcy's first victories was the 
reintroduction of exams in perspective drawing at the 
Academy-controlled Ecole des beaux-arts in l827, and the 
exclusion from competitions of all pupils who possessed 
insufficient knowledge of this discipline.(70) Farcy's
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criticism of contemporary artists is borne out by the 
fact that most nineteenth century painters were unable 
to produce linear perspective in their works themselves 
and had to hire specialized artists to draw the perspec- 
tive lines on their canvases before they could begin 
work. Indeed, David himself had had to call on the 
services of the set painter Degotti to ensure that the 
perspectives of his Sacre paintings were correct.(71)
Like the commission which reported on the panorama 
in 1800, the Societe believed that studying the art of 
the panorama painter would help painters to perfect 
their command of this essential element of their 
profession. It supported the development of technical 
aids for perspective drawing, many of which appeared on 
the market around 1830. The Societe was also deeply 
interested in other technical developments which 
increased the possibilities of art, like lithography, 
although it preferred technical means which merely 
assisted the artist to those which took over the work 
from him. It was feared that the latter would diminish 
the individuality and originality of the work of art, an 
opinion which was common in the nineteenth century. This 
attitude did not prevent the Societe from, in 1839, 
giving an enthusiastic reception to the daguerreotypie, 
which it saw as nature portraying itself, the true 
solution to all perspective problems.(72)
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To emphasize its concern for classical values the 
Societe repeatedly stressed its opinion that perspective 
drawing was a much less recent addition to artist's 
skills than the importance attached to the recent 
inventions might lead the public to think. In fact it 
was a lost art, invented by the Greeks to make it easy 
to create unity within a work of art. Among later 
artists Durer and Abraham Bosse, one of the few French 
art theorists of the seventeenth century to be 
interested in perspective, were the last to fully 
understand this ancient knowledge.(73) Significantly, 
neither looked down on the camera obscura, the use of 
which was also recommended by the Societe to nineteenth- 
century artists. Together with the diorama, the camera 
obscura was the basis of daguerreotypie.
Despite the rarity of talent, the Societe 
recommended that the profession of artist should be open 
to everyone wishing to enter it. Academies, museums and 
art schools should be opened in Paris and the provinces. 
In this way artistic education would gain in quality and 
a public interested in art would develop in the 
provinces. Less talented artists, who could not survive 
in Paris would find employment there. (74) The Societe 
applauded the institution of an annual Salon by the new 
government in 1831. Young artists would be helped by 
this yearly chance to exhibit their work and have it
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judged by the public and a competent jury.
The Societe libre des beaux-arts was much more 
concerned with the basic technical knowledge which all 
artists should possess, than with the few artists with 
rare talent to whom most critics looked as the only 
possible saviours of the French School. This attitude 
prevented its ideas from finding favour with the 
important art critics of the July Monarchy.
Ideas related to those of the Societe libre des 
beaux-arts gained popularity among a larger group of 
people, many of them without much knowledge of the arts, 
once the Saint-Simonist movement began to attract large 
numbers of people after 1830. At that time Le Globe was 
abandoned by many of its former contributors, some of 
whom took up careers in politics, others rallying round 
a new magazine, La Revue des deux mondes, which took 
over Le Globe's former policy of cautious acceptance of 
new cultural developments. Le Globe's director, Pierre 
Leroux, had turned the newspaper into a mouthpiece of 
Saint-Simonism shortly after the July Revolution, making 
any further association with contributors who did not 
belong to this movement impossible.
Saint-Simonism became popular because many people 
became disappointed with the new regime once it had 
become established. They had expected that the July 
Revolution would grant artists and intellectuals freedom
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to propagate their opinions and work for the further 
perfection of society and that a new world would be 
born. Instead of this, money, utility and industry were 
seen to become the new regime's idols, and it seemed to 
favour political compromise above true reform. It 
treated art as an expensive luxury, without utility.(75) 
Saint-Simonism presented itself not as a political 
movement but as a religion, promising a new society in 
the future, in which industry and money would benefit 
everyone, and artists, scientists and intellectuals 
could work together for the good of all. (76) In this 
ideal situation it would be logical for artists to make 
use of the technical knowledge of other trades where 
this would help to make their message clearer. Again, 
the skill of the panorama painter was presented as a 
formidable aid to artists. It would help them to create 
a realism in their paintings which would draw even the 
least interested person to them.(77)
Because the public's interest in the movement soon 
waned, Le Globe did not survive long as a Saint-Simonist 
newspaper. It is interesting to note that the ideas 
defended by Le Globe in its Saint-Simonist phase were 
diametrically opposed to those held by the newspaper 
shortly before 1830. The "old" Globe refused to accept 
that the panorama could play a role in art. Whereas art 
moved and intellectually stimulated people, the panorama
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satisfied only their curiosity. Artists should never 
take the panorama for an example. The "new" Globe 
believed that artists who wanted to reach the people 
could choose no better example than the panorama.
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CHAPTER 4 THE EIGHTEEN-THIRTIES
The critics of Le Globe were not alone in 
concluding the debacle of the July Revolution had denied 
artists an opportunity to contribute to social change, 
although at first they had expected that the new regime 
would allow them to do so. After a short period of 
enthusiasm for the July Monarchy, typified by 
Delacroix's Freedom Leading the People, artists were 
increasingly accused by the critics of losing interest 
in the political and cultural questions of their time 
and of creating banal works.(l)
Delacroix, who had long been suspected of painting 
only to imitate other Schools and of producing history 
paintings which did not prompt deeper reflection, was 
one of the most important victims of the commentators 
who considered French art to be in crisis. Freedom 
Leading the People and the sketch for Boissy d'Anglas at 
the Convention were both created to meet the 
government's demand for art to celebrate the recent Re- 
volution. The latter work in fact also paid tribute to 
those who had preached moderation during the Revolution 
of 1789(2) . However, after completing these two pieces 
Delacroix seemed to abandon the use of recent political 
developments as subjects for his works. His next great
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success was The Algerian Women, shown at the Salon of
1834, in which he used material gathered during his 
recent journey to Morocco. Although the painting was 
admired for its beautiful colouring, critics did not 
consider it to be the most important painting of the 
Salon. Their preoccupation was still mainly with the 
future of history painting, although the new govern- 
ment's eclectic attitude led it to support every genre.
Ingres and Delaroche, two other painters of whom 
critics had high hopes, also failed to convince them 
that they had the stature to lead history painting into 
a new era. The Execution of Lady Jane Grey met with a 
mixed response, and Ingres' painting The Death of Saint 
Symphorian (ill. 26) met with icy rejection from the 
critics and jury despite its strict adherence to the 
Academy's precepts.(3) The painter refused to send works 
to the Salon after this.
In the same year such disparate works as Granet's 
Death of Poussin and Decamps' Defeat of the Cimbri (ill. 
27) were acclaimed as important experiments in history 
painting. Granet's work was conceived as a visual elegy 
for the great French artist and Decamps' work was a 
large sketch for a history painting celebrating Marius' 
victory over the Cimbrian armies near Aix-en-Provence in 
104 BC which saved France from invasion by barbarians. 
Some aspects of its composition must have reminded the
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public of The Raft of the Medusa and it was thoroughly
influenced by the fashion for showing no real hero in a 
history painting, instead depicting the confrontation of 
two mighty armies. It also satisfied the public's taste 
for vivid colour and thick impasto which had 
characterised the works of Restoration Romantics.(4)
Gros, once hailed as France's most promising 
painter was seen as retreating slowly into the Academy 
camp.(5) His Hercules and Diomedes met with such harsh 
criticism in 1835 that the unfortunate painter drowned 
himself. Around this time, Leopold Robert also died by 
his own hand. Many of the most important painters of the 
day, finding the government more sympathetic than the 
Salon jury and the critics, lost interest in the Salon 
altogether.(6) Government commissions and the art trade 
offered them plenty of opportunities to earn money and 
leave their mark.
The Salon, by now an annual event, gradually ceased 
to be the arena for those wishing to influence the 
development of French art which it had been during the 
Restoration.
As the bigger names retreated, young artists like 
Decamps tried to gain entrance to the Salon with small 
sketches, hoping to win commissions for fully worked-out 
history paintings based on them. Landscape and genre 
came to dominate the Salon, as artists realised that the
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pre-eminence of the history painter was over and that 
art would in future cater for the market. (7) The worst 
fears of Charles Farcy and his Societe libre des beaux- 
arts, and indeed of many critics, seemed to come true 
once the July Monarchy had become established.
Critics deemed the theatre of the 1830's to be as 
insignificant as the painting of the time. Instead of 
heeding the warnings of critics before 1830, the great 
Romantic playwrights, among whom Victor Hugo was still 
foremost, seemed to turn their work into a caricature of 
itself, exaggerating all the aspects which had always 
disturbed the critics. Again they used the analogy of 
the panorama, observing that Romantic drama was 
characterised by the same visual attractiveness but also 
by the complete absence of artistic quality and deeper 
meaning they saw in this medium.(8)
During the second half of the 1830's interest in 
classical French tragedy grew. Its austerity and seri- 
ousness were seen as an antidote to the spirit of the 
time, characterised by commercialism, superficiality and 
loss of ideals.
Not only had artists and writers lost their 
interest in working for the future of the French School, 
the government no longer seemed concerned about the 
School either. Although the Academie des beaux-arts was 
still charged with guarding the classical foundations of
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French drawing, art did not seem to be foremost in the 
government's mind. Whilst no critic could deny that the 
king and Minister Thiers in particular instigated many 
projects which gave work to artists, it seemed to those 
who did not accept eclecticism that this was often their 
only aim. Instead of protecting the few really important 
artists who could have preserved the great reputation of 
French painting, the government handed out commissions 
to artists of great and minor talent alike.(9)
Critics deplored the disappearance of the role 
which previous French kings had played in artistic life. 
Their personal tastes, or their competent advisors, had 
enabled them to identify and patronise the most 
important talents of their time. The liberal critic Jal 
put forward the view that absolutism allowed art to 
thrive, whilst constitutional monarchy, which aimed to 
satisfy citizens preoccupied with their own material 
well-being, made the maintenance of high standards in 
art almost impossible.(1O) Although Louis-Philippe and 
Thiers also had their personal favourites, commissions 
were usually financed from the Budget des Musees Royaux, 
itself part of the liste civile and subject to 
parliamentary approval.(ll) Jal believed that this 
funding arrangement made the government feel obliged to 
make as many artists as possible benefit from it. The 
facts seem to support this view.
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According to Jal, the state should patronise only 
the few truly great artists and had no obligation 
towards others.(12) Whether artists supported the 
traditional aims of French art or reacted against them 
hardly seemed to matter in the government's award of 
commissions. The government was increasingly accused of 
not supporting a unified French School and this view was 
borne out by the government newspaper Le Moniteur 
universel. Fabien Pillet, its art critic, did not 
disguise his view that the only viable French School was 
one which embraced artists of many different talents and 
opinions.(l3)
This attitude was visible not only in the 
government's impartiality between artists representing 
the various directions in French art but also in the 
Musee des Etudes of the Ecole des beaux-arts, founded by 
Thiers. It was intended to house copies of Renaissance 
masterpieces and to grow into a figurative history of 
art, with the most important works marking the different 
stages in its development. Thiers commissioned copies of 
works as unrelated as Michelangelo's Last Judgement and 
Raphael's Stanze, respectively from Sigalon and the 
Balze brothers (supervised by Ingres). Thiers' crowning 
achievement was the Hemicycle, the decoration of the 
Ecole des beaux-arts' auditorium by Delaroche. The work 
was a celebration of the most important artists
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representing the existing Schools in art.(14) Its semi- 
circular form made it look like the panoramas which so 
many critics who were disgusted with the government's 
attitude to art also disliked. The admission of 
Delaroche and other juste milieu artists into the 
Academy during the Restoration must have slowly 
undermined the influence of Quatremere de Quincy, 
although he did not give up his post as Secretaire 
Perpetuel until 1839, when he had reached very advanced 
years.
Fabien Pillet defended the freedom of French 
artists in Le Moniteur while at the same time praising 
the example of Delaroche. He believed that the emergence 
of a new Romantic School had been very important for the 
future of French art. David had been a great innovator 
but his work lacked the vivacity and interest in 
contemporary events which his pupils Gros and Gerard had 
introduced to French art. As before, David's less gifted 
pupils were accused of dogmatizing his teachings while 
the most talented ones were held up as original artists. 
Even so, Pillet believed that French art needed more 
action, more boldness and more contrast than they could 
give it. These qualities were provided by the generation 
of 1824, notably by Delacroix.(15) Unfortunately, the 
defenders of David's School and those who championed the 
School of 1824 were not intent on reconciliation but
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used their principles to attack each other.
Pillet praised Paul Delaroche for breaking through 
this conflict between Schools, drawing on the valuable 
insights of David while at the same time developing 
"piquant" new ideas. In this way Delaroche had proved 
his individuality and originality.(l6) In contrast to 
many critics, Pillet still believed that the juste 
milieu could be reconciled with innovation and 
creativity. After periods of experimentation, he 
believed, artists would always return to the principles 
of Greek art and incorporate them into their works, 
because not even the least conformist of them could deny 
that all truly great art was based on these principles.
Probably inspired by Thiers' Musee des Etudes, 
Pillet saw the development of Italian sixteenth-century 
art as proof of his assumptions. Although the 
description "Italian School" was commonly used, the term 
"School" he considered misleading, since Italian art 
owed its greatness to each pupil's urge to establish his 
individuality in relation to his master. It therefore 
displayed enormous diversity without straying from the 
path set out by the Greeks. French artists should 
likewise reject slavish allegiance to their masters in 
favour of the exploration of new styles and genres.(17)
Pillet did not judge works of modern artists 
according to a universal standard of perfection but
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rather in relation to their own earlier and later works.
He considered Dante and Virgil in the Underworld and The 
Massacre of Chios to be the highlights of Delacroix's 
career, whilst he thought that Delaroche was at his best 
in Cromwell and The Execution of Lady Jane Grey and that 
Ingres had reached his peak with The Vow of Louis XIII 
(1824; ill. 28). Pillet's individualized standards of 
perfection allowed him to admire artists with widely 
differing aims and concerns, Ingres as well as 
Delaroche, David as well as Delacroix, seeing them all 
as important to the development of French art. Pillet 
seems to have taken to their limits Cousin's eclecticism 
and the related ideas developed by Restoration critics, 
notably Thiers.
One of the most important commentators to support 
Pillet's views was Louis Peisse, art critic of Le Temps 
and between 1841 and 1844 of La Revue des deux mondes. 
Significantly, he was curator of the collections of the 
Ecole des beaux-arts. The important art magazine 
L'Artiste also took a position of complete impartiality. 
Other critics were less than enthusiastic about Pillet's 
solution to the problems facing French art, although 
they also remembered the rivalry between the Schools and 
systems of the Restoration, for which a juste milieu 
attitude had then seemed a perfect solution.
Perhaps the most revealing criticism of the juste
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milieu attitude of the 1830's came from Jal,
particularly since he had himself been an ardent 
defender of the juste milieu during the 1820's.(18) Jal 
had always believed in the value of naturalism in art to 
allow it to truly serve the needs of its time. We find a 
similar attitude in the writings of other critics, 
notably the two republicans Laviron and Galbaccio, 
anticipating the later emergence of Realism as a 
direction in art.(19) In 1831 Jal no longer seemed to 
believe that the juste milieu was a solution for the 
problematic condition of French art. He reserved his 
strongest criticism for Delaroche. He suggested that 
Delaroche had found it profitable to take from both the 
old School and the new. Despite being an artist of 
talent he had invented nothing and took no risks, his 
only aim being to please the public.(20)
Of course Jal also had his favourite artists in 
whom he placed his hopes for the future, Delacroix 
becoming the most important after the July Revolution. 
The attitude of the 1820's is still evident in Jal's 
criticism of his work. Delacroix, he asserted, was an 
artist who put the expression of his thoughts before all 
else. In 1824 Jal had judged The Massacre of Chios to be 
the most beautiful painting of the Salon because it was 
the most expressive.(21) He would later add that if only 
Delacroix would improve his drawing technique the public
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would understand his thoughts better, but after 1830 he 
could not name a contemporary artist whom Delacroix 
might use as his example. He saw through the slickness 
and superficiality of Delaroche's style and also did not 
believe that Ingres offered a viable alternative. He 
accepted that Ingres's "resurrection" of Raphael's 
manner inspired artists to study their drawing but 
regretted that, unlike his master David, Ingres neither 
wanted nor encouraged artistic freedom. He had gathered 
around him a group of fanatics, who merely copied him in 
everything and were for this reason useless for the 
development of French art.(22)
Since the government clearly devoted far more 
energy to the development of commerce and industry than 
to art, many critics came to see artists occupying an 
enclave outside the realm of public interest, in which 
they could amuse themselves in complete freedom but also 
without playing an important social role.(23)
Saint-Simonist art criticism, which had envisaged a 
great social role for art, did not remain without 
successors. As resentment over the July Monarchy grew, 
social and humanitarian art criticism gained in 
importance. During the 1830's the great names were 
Decamps, Haureau, Laviron, Galbaccio and Victor 
Schoelcher. After 1840, Thore, Charles Blanc and the 
Fourierist Pelletan came to the fore.(24) Many of these
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critics were unable to rise above the didacticism and
deference to absolute standards of beauty which had 
characterized much of the art criticism of the 1820's. 
Others defended realism in art. Many of these critics 
admired David's Revolutionary works as well as 
Gericault's Raft of the Medusa.
Only a few observers were able to combine their 
humanitarian beliefs with a deep interest in the 
subjective artistic imagination, which might give social 
art the spiritualism which people who lived through the 
July Monarchy wanted to see.(25) Alexandre Decamps, 
brother of the painter, was one of them, but far more 
important was Theophile Thore, who had already made a 
name for himself during the 1830's, and who would remain 
one of the most important French art critics from the 
1840's until 1868. His taste in art was eclectic, and he 
was a great admirer of Delacroix. He praised the artist 
for possessing a deeply sensitive and impressionable 
soul which enabled him to share in life's universal 
secrets and harmonies. Above all, Delacroix possessed a 
great feeling for "l'idealite moderne"(26) which allowed 
him to identify the beauty and expression of modern 
subjects. While adopting Stendhal's ideas, Thore was far 
more able than that critic of the 1820's to accept the 
profoundly personal and original expression of an 
artist's feeling for his time. Baudelaire would follow
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him in this during the 1840's. It is in Baudelaire's 
writing that we find the most enthusiastic arguments 
proposing music as the most expressive of the arts and 
the most powerful means of communication between 
sensitive souls.
In Thore's view David had been the first French ar- 
tist with a genuine interest in depicting the problems 
and preoccupations of his time. However, he had been 
unable to find a new form to convey his thoughts, that 
was an honour reserved for Delacroix. In 1837 the young 
critic heaped lavish praise on Delacroix's Massacre of 
Chios, proclaiming it to his knowledge the most 
beautiful thing in art. The beauty of the painting 
depended entirely on the artist's ability to make the 
viewer experience the horror and misery of this event, 
not on his perfect drawing. Thore saw in this work "tout 
un nouvel art, fond et forme, sentiment et 
expression".(27)
Nonetheless, Thore was as disturbed by the purpose- 
lessness of the art produced during the July Monarchy as 
other critics who opposed this regime. He clearly saw 
that even Delacroix no longer seemed interested in 
subjects with great humanitarian interest. Thore 
observed this flaw in most art from the Renaissance and 
later periods. In modern times artists and the people no 
longer shared the same ideas and emotions. The
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Renaissance's emancipation of the individual personality 
led to the creation of an art which was too individual 
to be accessible to the masses. Modern artists made 
l'art pour l'art. Only an earnest attempt to share again 
the emotions of the common people could save their work 
from total insignificance. Towards the middle of the 
19th century it became quite commmon for art critics to 
reflect on art's loss of function and purpose since 
humanism's emancipation of the individual and the growth 
of doubt about long-accepted religious truths after the 
Reformation.(28) This theme also played an important 
role in the writings of Delecluze, which will be 
considered in the next chapter.
Many critics shared Thore's fears about the ruinous 
influence of the l'art pour l'art movement which had 
come into being at the beginning of the 1830's. In the 
preface to his novel Mademoiselle de Maupin (1834), its 
leader Theophile Gautier had made known his disgust at 
the spirit of commercialism and utility which seemed to 
pervade society during the July Monarchy, and at the 
ideology of the Saint-Simonists.(29) In this manifesto 
of the l'art pour l'art movement he argued for art which 
served no purpose whatever and which could be 
appreciated for its own sake. Although this first phase 
of the l'art pour l'art movement did not survive long, 
Gautier himself perpetuated its ideas in his novels and
249
his critical writings on art, literature and the 
theatre. His attitude can only be understood by taking 
into account the difficulties which faced the young 
Theophile Gautier as the son of a notorious supporter of 
the Bourbons after the dynasty's fall from power. 
Neither the governing party nor the opposition wished to 
accept him as an ally, so that most careers were 
virtually closed to him.
After causing a stir with his art criticism in 
small avant-garde magazines, Gautier in 1836 became a 
contributor to the new newspaper La Presse, and remained 
in its employ for many years. The critic, who had 
received training as an artist, was given to filling his 
articles only with remarks on the technical prowess of 
artists, embellishing his prose with the terms he had 
learned in artists' workshops. His views on art were 
thoroughly eclectic, therefore fitting in perfectly with 
the policy of La Presse, which aimed to please a wide 
readership with unbiased information. It was indeed 
Gautier's stated aim to guide his public through the 
beauty on show at the Salon, instead of criticizing 
artists for real or imagined flaws, as other critics 
were accustomed to doing. (30) He did so in an evocative 
style, reminiscent of that used by Diderot in his 
Salons.
The Second Empire perpetuated the eclectic view of
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art held by the July Monarchy.(31) Unsurprisingly, 
Gautier in 1854 became the art critic for Le Moniteur, 
the position once held by Fabien Pillet.
Although Gautier considered himself to be a
Platonist his thought bore little relation to that of
the more traditional Platonists with whom we will be
concerned in the following chapters. Gautier developed 
the idea of the microcosmos, meaning that the ideal 
lived in the individual artist's mind and could only be 
understood and used to beautify the outside world by the 
artist himself. Heinrich Heine had already proposed a 
similar idea in his important Salon of 1831, published 
in France in 1833 in De la France. In his defence of 
Decamps, who was accused by other critics of being 
unfaithful to nature in his drawing, Heine declared 
himself to be a "surnaturaliste", believing that the 
most remarkable images depicted by a painter were not 
found in nature but instead were revealed to him in his 
own soul.(32)
Gautier admired Ingres as well as Delacroix. His 
assessment of the essential qualities of Ingres' art 
represented an unusual mixture of the wish to see 
sensualism and a beau ideal.(33) Delacroix's complete 
lack of consistency in his choice of style did not 
bother Gautier. He did detect unity in the painter's 
work, a unity achieved by confronting every subject and
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manner he chose with reference to the microcosmos in his
mind.(34) Every work by Delacroix bore the stamp of the 
painter's individuality. Although he shared Thore's 
interest in the subjective artistic personality, the 
humanitarian interest which Thore prescribed for art was 
far from Gautier's mind. Indeed it may be asked whether 
the views held by Gautier and those of the government 
were very far apart. Gautier presented his views in a 
newspaper which was not tied to a political party and 
was designed to reach a large, non-intellectual 
readership as uninterested in the social role of art as 
was the government.(35)
Critics were unlikely to trust the disheartened and 
uninspired artists subscribing to Gautier's or similar 
ideas to pull themselves out of the depths into which
they were seen to have sunk . Delecluze and Planche, the
two great critics of the 1830's whose work will be
discussed in the last two chapters of this book, knew
they were fighting a desperate battle against apathy, 
shallowness, lack of meaning and loss of unity within 
the School. As disintegration set in their tone became 
more embittered, until they had earned themselves a 
reputation for being inflexible and slightly ridiculous 
conservatives, criticizing the art of their time but 
unable to suggest a way out of the crisis they 
described, unlike Thore, for instance.
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In the case of Delecluze, artistic conservatism, 
combined with a great fear of the Revolutionary 
tendencies visible in such movements as republicanism 
and Saint-Simonism, led to a growing acceptance of 
Quatremere de Quincy's Platonism. Planche tried to 
maintain the juste milieu attitude of Restoration 
critics, who had strongly believed in mimetic art. His 
work shows the conflict between this attitude and his 
great interest in the Platonism of Victor Cousin. 
Needless to say, Cousin's impartiality only annoyed the 
defenders of humanitarian and social art.
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CHAPTER 5 DELECLUZE; Art for the Nation
Introduction
Etienne-Jean Delecluze (1781-1863), whom we have 
already met in chapter two as a follower of Lessing, was 
the subject of an important thesis by Robert Baschet in 
1942. Baschet shed further light on this major figure in 
French nineteenth-century intellectual life by 
publishing the diaries he kept during the 1820's.(l) 
They give a lively and often surprising account of the 
social and intellectual life in liberal circles during 
the Restoration. Unfortunately, no other in-depth 
research has been carried out on Delecluze, so that our 
knowledge of his life and thinking has barely increased 
since Baschet's time. The main reason for this is no 
doubt that Delecluze was an inveterate conservative in 
artistic matters. The loathing which a younger gene- 
ration of artists and critics had for him is still well 
remembered.(2) In this chapter we will examine Dele- 
cluze's writings on art.(3) It will become clear that 
Delecluze maintained an independent viewpoint on most of 
the artistic, intellectual and political questions of 
his age and that these three areas were strongly inter- 
linked in his thinking. We will gradually come to
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understand the reasons for his fear of modernism in art
and for his unflagging defence of form in the form 
versus expression debate. This chapter will end with a 
discussion of his views on David, expressed in his book 
Louis David, son ecole et son temps (1855). We will 
focus on his criticism of "theatricality" aimed at 
David's history paintings of the 1780's. This will lead 
us to the conclusion that this criticism is the result 
of a loss of faith in the art, culture and society of 
his time, which induced Delecluze to embrace the 
religiously-inspired Platonism of Quatremere de Quincy.
Delecluze was born into a wealthy Parisian family 
which originally supported the Revolution but became 
disillusioned with it at the start of its radical phase. 
During the Terror the Delecluzes fled to their house in 
the country. In later years Etienne would recall the 
scenes of violence seen in Paris and even in the country 
during these bloody days.(4) They appear to have shocked 
the child deeply and perhaps traumatized him for life. 
His meeting with Mme De Noailles in David's workshop in 
1796, was significant in this respect because it 
triggered off memories of the execution of her father, 
M. de Laborde de Mereville, a court financier, and 
fantasies about the execution of the beautiful young 
woman herself.(5)
During the closing years of the eighteenth century
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Delecluze became a pupil in David's workshop. Over the 
years the relationship between him and the master became 
ever more friendly, and David had faith in his pupil's 
talent for painting. However, Delecluze's career as an 
artist was short-lived. Although his paintings were 
well-received at the Salons of the Napoleonic era, 
Delecluze understood that if he remained an artist he 
would only be able to earn a living by consenting to 
play his part in the Napoleonic propaganda machine. He 
disliked Napoleon for his autocratic style of government 
and agressive foreign policy and deplored the way in 
which he had tied artists and intellectuals to him. Many 
of them, including David, had been searching for a new 
ideal after the debacle of the Revolution. They rallied 
behind Napoleon when he reformed the Institut and 
started his programme to promote history paintings of 
modern subjects. (6) Along with his memories of the 
horrors of the Revolution, the sight of France's 
intellectual and artistic elite slavishly serving the 
Jacobins and later Napoleon because higher, lasting 
spiritual aims had disappeared from society, appears to 
have been critical in forming Delecluze's ideas on art 
by the time of the July Monarchy.
When the Bourbons decided to employ the attractive 
features of Napoleonic history painting for their own 
purposes after Napoleon's downfall, Delecluze's decision
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was clear. He simply had not the talent needed to 
maintain himself as an independent artist and, not 
wanting to sacrifice his freedom, he chose a different 
career.(7)
Delecluze gave drawing lessons for several years, 
using his free hours to read and study, particularly in 
the field of art history and theory. Whilst still in 
David's workshop he already stood out from the other 
students because of his knowledge in these matters. 
During the 1820's he was finally able to lead a 
comfortable, settled life. After 1822 the income from 
his position as art and theatre critic for the important 
newspaper Le Journal des debats, under the directorship 
of his friend Bertin, together with rent from a house he 
owned brought in enough money to free Delecluze from 
financial worries for the rest of his life. Instead of 
trawling for government jobs, Delecluze decided to
settle for the life of a scholar, pursuing his
intellectual interests and gathering around him the
younger members of the liberal opposition. He became a 
driving force behind the development of a moderately 
innovative current among young liberal intellectuals, 
notably the group around Le Globe.
Le Journal des debats supported the Bourbon regime 
as long as it respected the civil rights and freedoms 
granted in its Charter but would withdraw its support
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for the Bourbon government when it began to harrass even 
this rather mild newspaper.(8)
Shortly after 1820, a small group of young people - 
would gather weekly at Delecluze's home to study the 
works of Shakespeare. It must be remembered that French 
resentment over Napoleon's downfall, in which the 
British were instrumental, was still so great, 
particularly in liberal circles, that English actors 
performing Shakespeare's plays in Paris were often 
jeered off the stage. (9) Their visit was seen as a 
shameless British attempt at the cultural colonization 
of France. Delecluze, who did not share the blind 
admiration for Napoleon felt by many of his political 
allies, considered himself free to make his own judgment 
on Shakespeare and encouraged others to do the same.
From the small gatherings at Delecluze's home grew 
a weekly Salon, frequented by the journalists of Le 
Globe and other members of the liberal elite.(10)
Stendhal's idea that French theatre should try to 
depict events from modern history and shed many of its 
old rules on composition to do so was hotly debated 
here. As we have seen, after a period of enthusiasm for 
these innovations, doubts on their value prevailed. 
Although Delecluze supported Merimee's attempts to 
create a completely new kind of drama for the French 
stage (in Le theatre de Clara Gazul 1825-1830), he was
264
in the end strongly opposed to French writers seeking 
inspiration in the works of Shakespeare. His reasons for 
this were partly based on his belief in the superiority 
of classical culture, which was not lessened by his wide 
knowledge of more recent cultural developments. In his 
diary he also paraphrased the ideas defended by Mme. De 
Stael. Delecluze did not seek to deny that different 
countries and periods could develop their own, valuable 
cultures, but he did not believe that foreign elements 
could successfully be grafted onto French culture. 
Precisely because French was a Romance language and 
French culture was based on that of classical antiquity, 
it would in his view be almost impossible to adopt the 
language and poetry of Shakespeare. French language and 
culture were preoccupied with form. This meant that 
writers had to adapt their thoughts to the opportunities 
for expression allowed by their rigid language. Northern 
cultures were preoccupied with the expression of the 
inner self and with original thought. English and German 
were for this reason enormously elastic languages, 
adapting themselves to every thought their user wanted 
to express.(ll)
It is worth restating Delecluze's life-long belief 
that the first task of art was to enchant the eye and 
that it should therefore portray mankind in an idealized 
form, at its most beautiful. Only when this essential
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condition had been met would the subject and message of 
a work of art penetrate the viewer's consciousness. He 
defended the view that imitation of the classical nude 
was the only possible foundation for serious art, and 
always praised his master David as the modern artist who 
had returned French painting, and indeed that of the 
whole of Europe, to this principle.
When a retrospective on European art of the 
nineteenth century was held at the World Exhibition of 
1855, David's art came under heavy attack from the young 
Realist critic Maxime Du Camp. It was Du Camp's 
contention that David had been the first French artist 
to be solely occupied with copying archaic styles, 
whilst hardly bothering about the subject he wished to 
depict or its relevance to the public of his time. (12) 
Du Camp believed David's attitude to have subsequently 
characterized almost all French artists of the first 
half of the nineteenth century, who based their art on 
study of the Schools of the past. Du Camp, a believer in 
Realism, could neither accept Delecluze's Lessing-based 
views nor Gautier's l'art pour l'art.(l3)
Du Camp's attack provoked Delecluze into one of his 
last ardent defences of David for his own review of the 
World Exhibition. His arguments resembled those used by 
David's followers of the 1820's in response to 
Stendhal's devastating attack on David and his School.
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Delecluze did not deny that the great painter had been 
the first of the conscious archaistes in French art. 
However, like other defenders of David, he believed the 
painter had sought to distil the essence of Greek art, 
and not merely to imitate it.(14)
Delecluze accused Gericault of being the root of 
archaism for its own sake in French art. The critic 
considered Gericault's drawing to be quite acceptable. 
He suggested that the artist still made use of the nude 
in his Raft of the Medusa because it was functional in 
this work and in fact his nudes were rather good. 
Although the painting's subject was unpleasant at best, 
Gericault could not be accused of setting out to 
deliberately frighten and shock his public more than was 
necessary. However, The Raft of the Medusa as a whole 
contained little to commend it as an innovative and 
rejuvenating addition to French art. Delecluze believed 
that Gericault had been inspired by the works of 
Jouvenet, a painter belonging to the decadent French 
School which David had denounced all his career. 
Therefore, Gericault had in his view caused French art 
to regress rather than to advance.(l5) Delecluze's view 
of Gericault's work seems to echo the opinion of Charles 
Blanc. Blanc placed the composition of the Raft of the 
Medusa in the great French tradition, instead of 
stressing its innovative aspects. It is quite likely
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that Delecluze chose Gericault as his target precisely 
because he had become the beloved modern painter of 
leftist intellectuals like Charles Blanc and Michelet, 
who had supported the Revolution of 1848.
During the 1820's the great diversity in styles 
imitated from the past, which Du Camp attacked in 1855, 
was already becoming visible. Delecluze, who was deeply 
worried by the phenomenon, believed that the only 
possible explanation for this manifestation of young 
artists' desire for artistic freedom was their utter 
lack of a common faith or aim which would have guided 
their efforts. Indeed, the younger talented artists did 
not even try to form groups anymore, instead they all 
set about developing their own ideas of beauty.(16) The 
painters who flourished after Napoleon's downfall no 
longer even had a false god to believe in. Instead they 
made little gods of themselves and the painters they 
imitated. Such aimlessness had never been a feature of 
David's emulation of Greek art.
In 1824, Thiers had already found a pragmatic 
solution for both the growing eclecticism visible in 
French art and the issue of the use of modern subjects 
and costume. He thought it permissible for artists to 
choose any subject and to work in any style, as long as 
they took care to follow David, not in his drawing, but 
in the noble bearing of the figures in his paintings. In
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this way, artists could benefit from David's
achievements without copying him. Other critics adopted 
this relaxed attitude towards David's School. 
Delecluze's staunch defence of the classical nude made 
him an honourable but isolated defender of an outmoded 
point of view. However, the views of critics defending 
eclecticism and the juste milieu must have sounded just 
as old-fashioned, at least to Du Camp.
Delecluze and the Juste Milieu
During the first years of the July Monarchy 
Delecluze supported many artists regarded as belonging 
to the juste milieu. Delaroche and Scheffer were the 
most important of these and the critic never lost his 
long-standing admiration for Leopold Robert, who had 
found classical beauty in contemporary Italy. Although 
extremely conservative in many respects, Delecluze had 
never been one to resist all development within the 
French School. His opposition to the rigid hierarchy of 
genres was always quite outspoken. This attitude enabled 
him to class Robert's paintings, for instance his 
Fisherman from Naples Improvising (1824: ill.29),
showing large, noble figures, as history painting.(17) 
According to Delecluze, Robert had understood better 
than any of David's pupils the master' s ability to
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poeticize, even though Robert took his subjects from 
reality whereas David had used scenes from history and 
prose literature as his inspiration. Like Ingres, 
Delaroche, Scheffer and Schnetz, Robert had done his 
share to lead artists back to the laws of reason and 
good taste.(18)
Although the words Homeric and Shakespearian, 
conspicuous in his writing of the 1820's, gradually 
disappeared from Delecluze's vocabulary, his belief in 
the existence of two opposing artistic principles in 
classical and modern times remained undiminished. 
Delecluze would always abhor Delacroix's extremes of 
realism and expression which he considered cynical. He 
also criticized Delacroix throughout his career for the 
increasing sloppiness in his drawing which became 
apparent after Dante and Virgil, and the painter's impe- 
tuous habit of trading one painter for another as his 
model. His lack of patience, Delecluze felt, would 
prevent him from ever studying seriously enough to 
become a truly great painter.(19)
Delecluze only grudgingly accepted that 
Shakespearianism would have a lasting influence on 
French art, expressing a preference for Delaroche and 
Scheffer as the representatives of this current. He 
believed them both to have been influenced by the 
historical realism of Walter Scott's popular novels,
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which he considered rather innocent compared to that of
Delacroix. Delecluze admired Delaroche's Cromwell 
because, in his view, the painter possessed the 
qualities of an observer and a thinker(20) and had not 
resorted to the superficiality typical of artists 
interested in the realistic depiction of scenes. While 
abhorring Delacroix's peinture d'expression Delecluze 
would always admire that of Scheffer, once the radical 
phase of the artist's career had passed and he had won 
acclaim with The Women of Souli in 1827.
According to Delecluze, Scheffer, who was a native 
not of France but of the Low Countries, wished to depict 
the emotions of the people involved in a historical 
event. His ability to depict human feeling remained his 
most important quality throughout his career. In his 
assessment of Scheffer's work Delecluze again followed 
Mme De Stael's analysis of the main differences between 
Northern and Southern cultures. Many other critics saw 
his ability to depict his subjects' inner life as 
Scheffer's most important quality and Baudelaire 
ridiculed him for it.(2l) Although Delecluze had 
criticized Scheffer's Gaston de Foix in 1824 for its 
depiction of clumsy armour which forced the viewer to 
focus on the facial expressions, he later came to see 
Scheffer's talent for peinture d'expression as an 
important contribution to French art, from an artist
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whose background and disposition had destined him to be 
a painter of sentiment.(22) In Scheffer's case interest 
in the expression of emotions was not based on the need 
to shock and be noticed. On the other hand, Delecluze 
did not recommend that French artists should emulate the 
particular talent of this Northern artist.
Besides Leopold Robert and Schnetz, who also chose 
Italian peasants as his subjects, Ingres would be the 
artist in whom Delecluze placed the greatest faith for 
the regeneration of French art. After the Salon of 1834 
had shown French art to have completely lost its 
direction, Delecluze was one of the few critics to 
praise Ingres' Saint Symphorian. With this painting 
Ingres proved that he was the only history painter 
displaying his work at the Salon who, like David, 
adapted historical events and characters in order to 
poeticize and beautify them.(23) His deep interest in 
the work of Raphael led him to choose religious 
subjects, hardly popular with the modern public, and to 
concentrate on form instead of on expression.
In his Salons of the 1830's Delecluze stated that 
it was Ingres' example which had inspired Delaroche and 
Scheffer to attempt to revive history painting, sadly in 
decline after David's disappearance from the scene and 
the rise of the disastrous influence of Gericault and 
Delacroix. In order to do so they consciously abandoned
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the rather sloppy painting technique which they had 
shared with Delacroix and set about developing a 
painting style more appropriate to their lofty ambition. 
This purpose was particularly visible in the religious 
paintings which they exhibited in 1837. Scheffer 
embraced the School of Raphael in his Christus Conso- 
lator (ill. 30), and Delaroche's Saint Cecilia was 
influenced by Byzantine and Italian primitive art.
Although he was usually opposed to painters copying 
styles from the past, Delecluze admired Delaroche and 
Scheffer for their brave move. They had made a conscious 
choice for the School which best suited their aims, 
renouncing some of the qualities which had won them 
favour with the public. Delaroche in particular risked 
alienating the public. By returning to the Byzantine 
tradition an artist could hardly show the expression, 
life and emotion which the modern public wanted to see. 
This was particularly clear in Saint Cecilia.
In fact, Scheffer in particular had gone to great 
lengths to please his public. His liberal sentiments 
were well known and in Christus Consolator he 
demonstrated his pity for the oppressed of the world. 
The painting illustrates the words of Christ (Luke IV, 
verse 18): "...he hath sent me to heal the 
brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, 
and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty
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them that are bruised..." It shows Christ breaking the 
chains of a dying Pole, while a Greek, a negro slave 
and other victims of oppression and cruelty are depicted 
around him.(24)
We must conclude that Delecluze only fully accepted 
Delaroche when he appeared to abandon his historical 
realism and juste milieu attitude, and followed Ingres' 
example in choosing a religious subject and adopting a 
School which put form before expression. In Delecluze's 
view, Scheffer's ability for communicating sentiment 
only gave him the status of a great talent but not a 
place in the French school, however hard he tried to 
better his painting technique. The appearance of a 
religious dimension in his work and its consequences for 
the choice of examples among painters also won him great 
admiration from the critic. As we will see however, the 
deliberate imitation of the art of another, simpler and 
more religious era, was never quite accepted by Deleclu- 
ze.
In Delecluze's thinking, the beauty of Robert's 
work was quite separate from the decadence which plagued 
French art during his lifetime. He saw in it the 
hallmark of a painter who like the artists of ancient 
Greece and the Renaissance had managed to create works 
which were pleasing and understandable to every layer of 
society. Robert's works thus served a purpose comparable
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to those of Raphael and other masters of the Renaissan- 
ce, while his avoidance of overtly religious painting 
prevented his becoming estranged from his public. Simi- 
lar ideas on Robert' s work may be found in the writings 
of other art critics, notably Heine.(25)
However, it would appear that by 1837 the need for 
spiritual regeneration visible in many paintings of the 
period and pointed out in the writings of other critics 
had also become of overriding concern to Delecluze. It 
caused him to rethink the role of expression in art, to 
seek inspiration in Quatremere de Quincy's theories and 
to embrace unreservedly the Platonism which had been 
only a minor influence on his writings during the 
Restoration. Then Delecluze had been as opposed as any 
liberal to the enormous influence exercised by the 
church on state affairs. After the Revolution of 1830, 
and the periodic rebellions against Louis-Philippe's 
regime during the 1830's, Delecluze began to long for 
the bond of religion which he believed had united the 
people of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.
Politics and Culture in Delecluze's Thinking
Whilst at David's studio Delecluze had learned to 
see Renaissance Italy as the heir of ancient Greece. He 
was well-read on the subject of Renaissance and pre-
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Renaissance Italian art and travelled in Italy soon 
after starting his career as an art critic. Delecluze 
would never agree with Quatremere de Quincy that the 
depiction of the human figure in both Ancient Greece and 
Renaissance Italy was based more on the need to express 
abstract truths than on the imitation of la belle 
nature. However, neither could he agree with Paillot de 
Montabert, who has already been mentioned as the writer 
of an important handbook for artists and a distinguished 
member of the Societe libre des beaux-arts.
In his handbook Paillot de Montabert stressed his 
opinion that the superiority of ancient art over modern 
art could be understood only with the knowledge that the 
Greeks had possessed a sound theoretical basis for their 
art even before the creation of the great works of 
sculpture for which they were justly praised.(26) His 
faith in a theory based on the laws of geometry and 
knowledge of perspective distinguished Paillot de Mon- 
tabert as a member of the Societe libre. He was much 
more concerned to teach artists the basic knowledge they 
needed than with individual genius. Also typical of the 
approach to art seen in the writings of Societe libre 
members was Paillot de Montabert's interest in medieval 
art. Contrary to accepted opinion he did not believe 
that the artists of Renaissance Italy had rediscovered 
the principles of classical art. He contended that these
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principles had never been entirely forgotten, and that 
gifted artists of the Middle Ages had made use of the 
geometrical knowledge of antiquity. Raphael was not the 
instigator of a great new period in the history of art 
but simply one of the last artists to still possess this 
ancient knowledge.(27)
The later Florentine School, which numbered 
Michelangelo among its members, had introduced a 
tendency for dramatic, complicated composition which had 
not been present in previous art and which had spoiled 
even Raphael's late works. The Renaissance of the 
sixteenth century, always considered to be the genera- 
tive and most important phase in the history of modern 
art, became in Paillot de Montabert' s writing the period 
in which the decadence of art began. Raphael, Durer, 
Bosse and Poussin were the last artists in whose work 
the direct influence of ancient art was visible. From 
this De Montabert concluded that not their works but the 
classical sculptures on which they were based should be 
the sole standard for judging modern works of art. (28) 
Although Paillot de Montabert's interest in the panorama 
was small compared to that of other members of the 
Societe libre des beaux-arts, he also saw its importance 
for artists wanting to study perspective, in particular 
those attempting large wall and vault paintings.
Delecluze apparently could not accept a theory whi-
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ch reversed the relative importance of the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance for the development of art. Time and 
again he stated that although everything which was 
important in art had already been known to the Greeks, 
it had had to be re-invented by the artists of the 
Italian Renaissance. They gradually learned to depict 
nature convincingly but never achieved the level of 
technical perfection to be seen in the works of 
Delecluze's contemporaries. Even their best works 
displayed clumsiness and uncertainty. In contrast to 
modern artists, the painters of the Renaissance were 
guided by their thoughts and sentiments, their efforts 
culminating in the work of Raphael.(29)
Delecluze agreed with Paillot de Montabert that 
decadence had set in after Raphael's death and that it 
was visible in the moves towards expression, drama and 
complicated composition of the sixteenth century and 
later. However, the totally pragmatic approach to art 
which was one of the most important features of both the 
Societe libre des beaux-arts and the handbook written to 
serve its aims were totally alien to Delecluze. While 
Paillot de Montabert believed in making simple knowledge 
available to everyone, Delecluze preferred to see the 
history of art as being created by isolated artists of 
genius, who had triumphed in their struggle to make 
their hand serve their thoughts. It is quite likely that
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Delecluze believed Paillot de Montabert had written his
book expressly to serve the needs of the superfical, 
slick artists of the day, whom Delecluze abhorred. In 
opposition to this superficiality he put forward the 
image of the artist as a lonely seeker of truth, which 
gained ever more currency during the nineteenth century.
Delecluze's belief in the importance of individual 
genius for the regeneration of art is particularly 
visible where he describes the work of the isolated and 
tragic painter Eustache Le Sueur (1617-1655) who, being 
extremely poor, had no opportunity to travel and study 
Italian art in Italy itself. He was guided in his 
efforts by prints after Raphael and other important 
painters.(30) David himself was also described by 
Delecluze as an artist who spent half his life toiling 
on the same path which Poussin and Le Sueur had trodden 
before him. Delecluze thought David's success the more 
surprising since the state of civilisation in David's 
time did not appear to permit the appliance of the 
system used by Raphael and the artists of antiquity. 
Religion, which had guided Raphael's attempts to 
rediscover the principles of ancient art, had already 
lost much of its grip on society by the years before the 
Revolution of 1789.
Like many liberals, Delecluze was obsessed with the 
problem of religion, in itself a force with unifying
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powers, in a society which had lived through the French 
Revolution.(31) Many of them flirted with the ideas of 
Chateaubriand and the Neo-Catholics, others with 
Fourierism and Saint-Simonism, movements which held up 
science as the new unifying force in society. Delecluze 
probably shared the opinion held by Chateaubriand 
towards the end of his life, i.e. that the leading role 
of the Catholic church in society was temporarily over 
but that the church would take up this role again after 
a few centuries. (32) For this reason he abhorred the 
primitivism of A.F. Rio whose De l'art chretien was
published in four volumes between 1836 and 1867. Rio
believed that the Catholic faith could be revived in
modern society through the propagation of religious 
paintings based on those of the most primitive phases of 
Italian art. He despised Raphael's naturalism and 
believed the art of the Trecento and Quattrocento to be 
more purely Catholic. Incidentally, Delecluze was also 
highly suspicious of the Nazarenes' use of Raphael and 
early German art.(33)
Delecluze settled for less lofty solutions to the 
problem posed by the lack of a unifying faith. He 
believed that a more wordly principle, that of 
constitutional monarchy, offered the only short-term 
means of holding the French nation together and 
therefore supported Louis-Philippe.(34) Delecluze was
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thus a man who supported the government of the day, the 
only option for the degenerate times in which he lived, 
while privately dreaming of a simple, religious society 
although he could no longer share its beliefs.
Delecluze believed that the painters of the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance had fully supported the church. 
During this period religious ideas and habits were 
familiar to every class of society so that artists were 
simply conforming to accepted theory and poetics. This 
permanency of taste, based on faith, was an enormous 
advantage for the artists of the Renaissance. Instead of 
having to search for a subject, like a modern painter 
would have to, they could choose from a limited range of 
subjects which everyone would understand.(35)
Delecluze endorsed Chateaubriand's view that the 
religious thoughts and sentiments which guided the 
artists of the Renaissance also informed their efforts 
to overcome technical difficulties, whilst restricting 
their interest in the technical possibilities of their 
art and their search for knowledge in the field of art 
history. Renaissance artists could hardly distinguish 
between different artists, periods and styles. In their 
enthusiasm they confused them, turning their works into 
curious "macedoines" of different periods in classical 
art. In addition to its clumsiness, this characteristic 
of Renaissance art also contrasted markedly with the
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vast knowledge about art history and the technical 
aspects of painting which Delecluze observed in his own 
time.(36)
Although Delecluze rejected many aspects of Paillot 
de Montabert's theories he probably shared his views on 
the simplicity of expression and composition visible in 
the works of the artists of classical antiquity and 
those who had truly understood their principles. This 
point is of extreme interest for our understanding of 
the conflict which set David, and ultimately Delecluze, 
apart from the Barbus, the group of young painters who 
used their primitivism to counter the teachings of their 
master around the time he completed The Sabine Women.
David's new preference for the art of Raphael and 
Greek and Etruscan sculpture probably did not go far 
enough for the members of the Barbu sect. Delecluze 
mistrusted them not only because of their interest in 
primitive art but also because of their supposed wish to 
found a new society, based on principles similar to 
those of Saint-Simonism.(37) The sect of the Barbus 
believed the ideal society would be based on one which 
existed in the remote past and of which even Greek 
society was only pale imitation. The interest in 
extending the technical possibilities of art shown by 
some of the Barbus who also deeply admired primitive art 
can perhaps be understood if we take into account the
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faith some of them expressed in the level of 
sophistication which primitive civilization had 
achieved.(38)
Delecluze named Paillot de Montabert as the art
theorist whose views were closest to those of the
Barbus, about whom little else is known.(:39) The
conflict was probably sparked by David's interpretation 
of the examples best followed for their simplicity of 
expression and composition. Although the master and 
Delecluze both admired the nascent naturalism and simple 
but impressive expression visible in the works of Giotto
and Masaccio, and noted the debt which Raphael owed
them, this was the limit of their admiration for the
more primitive phases of the Renaissance.(40) True 
believers in primitivism like Paillot de Montabert 
experimented with encaustic and tempera painting, 
enabling them to achieve flatness and linearity, while 
David and Delecluze remained fascinated by the greater 
technical possibilities of oil painting. This would 
always make individual figures look round and soft and 
gave Raphael's figures the illusion of reality.
Nonetheless, Delecluze shared the Barbus' and 
Paillot de Montabert's sense of estrangement from modern 
society.(4l) In Renaissance paintings he saw well-known 
and easily recognizable subjects, with the figures shown 
clearly separated and communicating through restrained
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gestures. The drama and contrast in both grouping and 
lighting which David had struggled to overcome were not 
visible anywhere in these paintings. Their beauty of 
form and simplicity of expression would enchant the 
contemporary and later viewer. These qualities were 
enhanced by the fact that the human figures took up 
nearly all of the paintings' available space. The 
backgrounds were clearly subordinated to them and 
demanded little of the viewer's attention. The most 
perfect of Renaissance art was, like that of ancient 
Greece, simple, showing restrained expression, and 
without features which would distract the viewer's 
attention from the human figures. It was an art of 
great public importance and at the same time, almost 
inevitably, an art of simplicity and beautiful form.
Unlike Paillot de Montabert, Delecluze tried to 
explain the growing interest in drama and expression be- 
ginning in the early sixteenth century, by pointing to 
the religious doubt felt throughout Europe during this 
period. There had been no successors to Raphael's simple 
devotional paintings. Paintings which showed the 
emotional response of many people to an event had 
replaced the more austere and idealized, and probably 
more genuinely religious works of the fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries. The sixteenth century saw the 
rise of the battle painting, with painters keen to show
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the climax of hostilities and the violent emotions of
the people involved.(42)
Another new phenomenon was the growing prominence 
of landscape in art. Sometimes, particularly in 
realistic depictions of battles, the background dwarfed 
the human figures shown. Delecluze was deeply worried by 
this development, since the public's response to 
landscape was purely emotional and it could not address 
the mind as religious painting had done. (43) The last 
step on the road to decadence identified by Delecluze 
was the rise of the trading nations of the North. Self- 
interest was the most important motive for all their 
citizens' actions. Not only were their public activities 
selfish but in private life they also sought only their 
own pleasure. Here Delecluze showed his mistrust of much 
of eighteenth-century philosophy, which had favoured a 
society based on self interest, which it did not 
consider to be at odds with the common interest, over a 
society based on Christianity. Influenced by Rousseau, 
Delecluze believed that the pursuit of personal 
interest, particularly the desire to accumulate riches, 
had caused the great social inequality which he saw in 
the modern world. Self interest and common interest 
could only coexist without conflict in the most 
primitive of societies. Where there was no accepted 
principle completely outside the personal sphere, the
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pursuit of one's own happiness would sooner or later 
destroy the happiness of others. (44)
Delecluze saw the growing individualization of 
artistic pleasure, first visible in the sixteenth 
century, as a symptom of the decadence around him. The 
amateur' s cabinet was the most conspicuous manifestation 
of this trend. Rich art lovers began to admire artists 
for their depiction of nature and the lesser genres, 
landscape and genre painting pleased them more than the 
elevated religious painting of the past. What they 
admired most in paintings was the artist's manner.(45) A 
gap appeared between the artistic needs of the common 
people and those of the amateurs. When he observed that 
poor people were not interested in paintings which 
showed scenes from their difficult daily lives Delecluze 
took a stand against the aims of Realism. The poor 
wanted to see religious paintings or works illustrating 
the great events of history.(46) To the rich, spoiled by 
the luxury in which they lived, these subjects no longer 
appealed.
Since large, elevated paintings were apparently no 
longer needed by those who had formerly paid for them, 
artists began to cater to the amateur' s taste. Once they 
had honed their technique they tried to develop a 
personal manner to distinguish them from every other 
painter. After the enormous services rendered to
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painting by the artists of the Renaissance, technical 
improvements were hardly possible and artists made use 
of the knowledge of their predecessors in a mechanical, 
uninspired way. Art was technically perfect but the life 
had disappeared from it and very quickly, artistic
standards fell. In order to stand out from the crowd
artists began to display the sketchy, mannered,
brilliant colouring still dominant at the beginning of 
David's career. They neglected their drawing and as a 
result beautiful form and clear expression disappeared 
from painting. The disappearance of a common faith, 
forming a bond between all men, had ultimately caused 
the decadence which David had tried to resist.
To Delecluze, French art and society of his time 
seemed as an echo, or perhaps more correctly a 
continuation of the situation which had existed in 
Europe since the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. People were no longer the same as they had 
been in ancient Greece and Renaissance Italy. Life had 
become complicated, people behaved in a less natural way 
and religion had lost its hold on them. The gap between 
rich and poor had widened and the rich were now 
interested mainly in their own material well-being. Even 
the great inherited estates, which until the eighteenth 
century had enabled the French nobility to patronize the 
arts, had disappeared. The entrepreneurs of modern times
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wanted art only when it served their own interests, or 
could be used to decorate their homes. Portraits, 
landscapes and genre-scenes were present in every well- 
to-do household, whilst elevated history painting was 
neglected. The simplicity so conspicuous in the life and 
thoughts of Raphael, Poussin and Le Sueur was nowhere to 
be found in Delecluze's own time. The only aim of young 
artists was to share in the luxuries of the rich. They 
were therefore no longer ready to embark on long and 
arduous studies.(47) Instead they specialized in one 
genre and manner which brought in easily-earned money. 
Art had become one of the many industries which had 
sprung up in France in Delecluze's time, and which 
enabled people to acquire fortunes within their 
lifetimes.
Delecluze therefore saw that David's reform of 
painting had yielded no lasting results in France. The 
master himself only found an ideal outside his personal 
sphere which inspired him to works of great and lasting 
importance when the Revolution began and more 
particularly when Robespierre came to power. The Death 
of Marat, The Intervention of the Sabine Women and The 
Coronation of Napoleon were the highlights of David's 
career. The artist's new idealism was still visible even
in the last two of these paintings, made after 
Robespierre's downfall.
Unfortunately, during Delecluze's lifetime many 
political and religious movements led painters to choose 
the style which seemed to serve their purposes best, 
examples being "neo-Catholic" and "humanitarian" art. 
Delecluze judged it impossible to predict which road
French art would take in the future, he saw only
chaos.1(48) Art which united the people had become a
thing of the past.
Louis-Philippe and and the Regeneration of Art
Delecluze believed that Louis-Philippe's activities 
as defender of the arts could help to lead art back to 
its legitimate place at the heart of the nation. He 
greeted with enthusiasm the monarch's plans of 1833 to 
create a Historical Museum at Versailles. The Historical 
Museum would commemmorate the great deeds and figures of 
French history. Past works of art which touched on the 
history of the French nation would be assembled here and 
the king personally commissioned a series of paintings 
celebrating important battles fought by the French from 
the most important artists of his day. Naturally, it 
was not the latter aspect of the Museum which interested 
Delecluze most.
Prompted by Quatremere de Quincy, Delecluze 
compared the Museum to one of the great Italian monu-
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ments, Pisa's Camposanto. Here, the men who had con-
tributed to this city's glory were buried in holy earth 
from Palestine and honoured by Pisa's citizens. The 
walls of the building were decorated with religious 
paintings in which the faces of famous Pisans could be 
recognized.(49) The Historical Museum, he hoped, would 
become a monument of equal importance. Works of art 
would be assembled at this gallery and appreciated 
because of their historical importance and didactic 
value rather than their technical quality. Minor works 
of art could become of great interest. (50) The Museum 
would enable the viewer to feel part of a great nation 
with a heroic past. Louis-Philippe's Museum, designed to 
inspire patriotic feeling, would therefore never radiate 
the sterility which Delecluze believed characterized the 
Louvre.
Delecluze again followed Quatremere de Quincy in 
deriding museums other than the Historical Museum. 
Quatremere de Quincy had made his criticism of the 
museum as an institution clear in a book on the Musee 
des monuments frangais in 1815.(51) Quatremere de Quincy 
utterly disliked this Museum whose founder Alexandre 
Lenoir, another member of the Societe libre des beaux- 
arts, had gathered copies of Mediaeval monuments there, 
in this way bringing this under-valued period in the 
history of art to the attention of the French public.
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Quatremere de Quincy's main objection to the museum 
concerned the way in which objects of art were 
displayed. Because they were taken out of their original 
context it was almost impossible for the viewer to 
experience the emotions which the maker had intended him 
to feel. He could now only admire the objects for their 
creator's technical brilliance and would be annoyed by 
apparent mistakes in works which, when shown in their 
intended setting, would be understood and even 
admired.(52)
Delecluze added to this that 19th century museums, 
particularly the Louvre, served the new idol of science. 
The main aim of its directors was to complete the 
Louvre's collections of works by individual artists and 
Schools. Their attitude towards art was purely - 
scientific, they classified works of genius under a 
number just as persons of genius could be classified 
under the heading "mammals".(53) The Louvre had lost all 
contact with the ideas and values which in the past had 
been shared by artists and the community to which they 
belonged. In his critical essay on the Musee des 
monuments frangais Quatremere de Quincy spoke of the 
esprit de critique which had inspired the founders of 
the museum, the mentality of the philosophes who had 
lead French thinking and society to the Revolution.(54) 
Quatremere de Quincy, Chateaubriand, Bernardin de Saint-
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Pierre and other conservative thinkers strongly objected 
to analytical method when applied to the study of art or 
nature and to the doctrine of schooling artists 
according to a sound, universally valid method, which 
was propagated by the Societe libre des beaux-arts. 
Quatremere de Quincy asserted that art was ruled by 
imagination and not by reason. (55) The importance which 
he attached to imagination in artistic creation betrays 
the relationship existing under the surface between his 
thinking and that of Romantics of the Restoration 
period, like the young Hugo.
We must conclude that subsequent events and fear of 
the Revolutionary potential of the "scientific" 
philosophers and sects of his own time drove Delecluze, 
who was reasonably progressive in his politics during 
the Restoration, to copy the arguments of Quatremere de 
Quincy and other conservatives who rejected reason as 
the basis for collecting and studying works of art and 
for artistic education.
In his later years Delecluze increasingly came to 
link his criticism of the museum with his unwavering 
mistrust of modern history painting. Perhaps his 
relative carelessness as to genre hierarchy can be 
partly explained by this mistrust. In his book on David 
published in 1855 he stated that the concept of history 
painting was a relatively new one. It had appeared
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around 17 00 when the old religious art had completely 
lost its function.(56) Although the idea that art should 
be elevating still existed, the stock of simple, 
universally understandable subjects, which had 
functioned so well for such a long time, was now no 
longer sufficient. His criticism was probably aimed at 
the grand style which theorists from this period 
increasingly looked for in the depiction of national 
history as well as in scenes from classical or Biblical 
history. This requirement robbed the most important 
subjects for a painter of the last vestiges of 
sacredness they still possessed. Religious painting was 
quickly reduced to one of the possible kinds of history 
painting instead of a lofty genre with higher aims than 
any other. The growing demand for authenticity in the 
depiction of scenes from the past and the eighteenth 
century's use of painting technique for dramatic 
purposes also did much to undermine the special 
character and function of religious painting.
Delecluze's opinion on the moment at which history 
painting appeared in France and its function differs 
greatly from that held by most of his contemporaries and 
indeed by most modern art historians. They believed that 
Poussin was the first great history painter in France 
and that the French government had attempted to revive 
his art around 1750, to counter the decadence of rococo
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art.(57) Delecluze's remarks implied that this revival 
affected only purity and clarity of form and that 
attempts to restore the great public significance which 
art had enjoyed in former times were either pointless or 
not pursued with enough dedication to have effect. Art 
had become a commodity traded on a free market. The 
Salons had not yet existed in Poussin's time. They 
became a feature of the French art scene during the 
period which saw the revival, or in Delecluze's eyes the 
beginning, of history painting.(58)
Delecluze opposed those who believed that freedom 
from the demands of the institutions, churches and 
monastic orders who had previously commissioned works of 
art had brought great improvements in the position of 
artists. In fact, Delecluze pointed out, painters 
working for the market had to arouse the public's 
curiosity with new subjects. Although drawn from 
respectable sources these subjects were often recherche 
and difficult to understand. The need to draw attention 
to their work also drove artists to choose ever larger 
canvases. He observed that the works which made David 
famous, The Oath of the Horatii and Brutus, although 
thought to celebrate the values of the ancient Romans, 
were hard to understand and completely out of place in 
the public buildings and royal palaces of the Ancien 
Regime, whilst their sheer size made them unfit for
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smaller residences. Their sad fate was inevitable. They 
remained in David's workshop for many years until they 
were purchased by the government in 1802. From then on 
their place was in the only building which could house 
them, the storehouse called the Musee du Louvre. Modern 
history paintings were works of art for which no real 
need existed. For this reason they were destined to end 
up in the "poor-houses of art", as Delecluze liked to 
call museums.(59)
Delecluze and the Problem of Expression
We have already seen that Delecluze did not like 
the considerable popularity which Diderot's artistic 
principles had won among the painters of the eighteenth 
century, notably Greuze, and artists of his own time. 
Delecluze must have seen the destructive influence of 
Diderot's theories everywhere. A whole generation of 
artists were demanding absolute freedom and exploring 
the possibilities of dramatic subjects and expression.
During the 1820's Delecluze still saw the problem 
in rather simple terms. The disappearance of classical 
costume and the simple way of living which accompanied 
it he believed had been superseded by the far more 
complicated culture and dress of modern times, which 
forced people to wear clothes which covered most of
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their bodies and hampered their freedom of movement. As 
a result the tortured and exaggerated expressions of the 
face and hands, so characteristic of modern times, came 
into being. Diderot, defending drama and emphatic 
expression, was dismissed as a typical modern critic, 
mistaken in all his assumptions.
In later years Delecluze seems to have been 
increasingly influenced by Quatremere de Quincy's 
thinking on expression. The latter preferred to see 
works of art as expressions of abstract ideas with great 
value for the society whose needs they served. His 
familiarity with Quatremere de Quincy's writings also 
prompted Delecluze to compare the role of expression in 
classical and Renaissance art with its function in 
modern history painting. The great artists of classical 
antiquity and the Renaissance preferred simple compo- 
sitions with few figures, while later painters who 
followed the Academy's precepts loved complicated scenes 
with many figures. They also introduced massed groups of 
figures, dramatic contrast and lighting to the painter's 
array of weapons with which to bombard his public's 
emotions.(60)
Delecluze's criticism of modern history painting 
was far more outspoken than Quatremere de Quincy's. He 
disliked the very concept of an obscure tale taken from 
classical or modern sources, allegedly reminding its
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viewers of their duties as citizens. Quatremere de
Quincy's criticism of modern history painting was 
directed at one painting in particular, Poussin's 
Testament of Eudamidas. He used it as an example to 
support his opinion that modern history painting, like 
every other genre in painting, was tied to the depiction 
of reality, and could not make the viewer understand the 
subject's beau moral.
Delecluze observed of Poussin that at a certain 
point in his career he had turned away from mythological 
and allegorical subjects and had found a new source for 
his work in reality.(61) Delecluze surely had The Death 
of Germanicus and The Testament of Eudamidas in mind 
when he wrote this. He probably meant by his remark that 
traditional allegory and mythology had enabled painters 
to express a beau moral in an effective and simple way. 
The story or allegorical theme was well-known to the 
public and the figures shown in paintings were not 
ordinary human beings but the personification of 
abstract ideas. A human being making obscure gestures in 
the context of a story hardly known to the viewer could 
never communicate such ideas. This flaw was visible even 
in the works of the great Poussin.
Although Delecluze admired David greatly he could 
not help agreeing with other critics on his lack of 
clarity of composition and meaning, notably in The Oath
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of the Horatii and Brutus. He tried to understand why
David later condemned these successes of 1785 and 1789 
for being theatrical.(62) Delecluze, citing David, 
probably used the word theatrical to indicate that the 
facial expressions and gestures visible in these 
paintings did not and indeed could not help to make 
their beau moral understood. Peinture d'expression was 
therefore empty and meaningless here. The painter had 
chosen an interesting subject, not often depicted by 
other painters, which appealed only to his intellect and 
imagination.(63) The anti-intellectualism of
conservative circles surfaced again in Delecluze's 
writing when he suggested that only David's later deep 
involvement with his subjects had inspired him to 
explore the simplicity and nobility of form used by the 
Greeks to make their elevated ideas understood. The Oath 
of the Horatii demonstrated the faults of modern
peinture d'expression even more than Poussin's Testament 
of Eudamidas. It could be used to express emotions but 
never to express a painting' s beau moral, and would 
illustrate little more than empty theatricality if it 
attempted to disguise the absence of a beau moral.
Delecluze felt that not only The Oath of the
Horatii but also the body of David's work displayed a
variety of ideas and subjects which had a bewildering
effect on the viewer. This complete lack of direction
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was visible not only in David's work but also in that of 
most of his contemporaries because they lived in an age 
without faith.(64) David and his most talented pupils 
were artists in the Poussinesque mould. Their strength 
was their ability to poeticize reality.
It was Raphael's good fortune that he never felt 
moved to criticize the institutions governing the 
society in which he lived and that he was guided in his 
work by a deep and simple faith.(65) In his book of 1824
on this most perfect of all painters, Quatremere de
Quincy had praised his mastery in the field of
expression.(66) It was indeed accepted by most art
theorists writing on Raphael that although the painter's 
command of all aspects of his art was astonishing, he 
achieved his greatest results in expression. Hegel, 
whose ideas seem to be related to those of Quatremere de 
Quincy, praised Raphael's Madonnas for the way in which 
they suggested pious and humble motherly love.(67) Even 
Stendhal, a believer in peinture d'expression pointed to 
Raphael as the greatest master in this field.
Quatremere de Quincy considered Raphael's Madonnas 
to be his greatest achievement and the summary of his 
artistic development. Raphael's great love for his 
subject enabled him to express in the relationship 
between Maria and her Child the reserve, respect and 
diffidence appropriate to the holiness of the
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subject.(68) Delecluze saw this quality not only in the 
Madonnas but also in Raphael's more complicated compo- 
sitions. These works were masterpieces not because they 
showed a dramatic scene which linked all the figures but 
because they showed figures which were almost isolated 
from each other, connected more through thoughts than 
through attitudes and expression. This almost complete 
separation of the figures in Raphael's work enabled the 
viewer to admire every one of them for their individual 
perfection. In this way Raphael's paintings first 
engaged the viewer' s eyes and then conquered his soul. 
This feature of Raphael's work enabled the viewer to 
experience the profound religiousness which he wished to 
express. Here, expression and beau moral were 
inseparable, whereas modern peinture d'expression could 
only arouse the viewer's passions.(69) Raphael's 
emotional involvement with his subjects also gave them 
their incomparable charm. His faith inspired his deep 
love for the beauty of the idealized human form. Indeed, 
it could also be said of Leonardo da Vinci that he 
painted his figures with love.(70) Delecluze felt that 
this love and charm almost disappeared from art after 
Raphael's death. One of the few artists able to 
recapture it had been Leopold Robert, although his 
inspiration was no longer religious. He was inspired by 
the simplicity of the life and faith of others. Ingres'
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Vow of Louis XIII was in Delecluze's view the only
painting by a nineteenth century artist to match the 
simplicity and elevation of Raphael's Madonnas.
Delecluze wrote grudgingly that the first painting 
to show the originality of David's talent to the full 
was The Death of Marat from 17 93. It was a work of much 
greater quality and appeal than David's pre- 
Revolutionary paintings because he had finally found an 
ideal uniting him with his public. The Intervention of 
the Sabine Women still showed the results of this new 
emotional involvement with his subjects. Now David had 
learned to see the deficiencies of his works of the 
1780's. He renounced both the methods he had used in the 
past and the goal of imitating the methods of other 
great masters and concentrated on the noble and truthful 
imitation of nature. He learned to appreciate the 
nobility and simplicity of expression in the figures of 
Raphael and realized that the great painter from the 
Renaissance had come nearer to understanding the 
principles of Greek art than he. Delecluze saw the 
perfection of each individual figure in The Intervention 
of the Sabine Women as an achievement directly 
influenced by Raphael. Moreover, although the painting 
lacked the dramatic unity demanded in modern times, 
viewers, especially those who had witnessed the 
Revolution which had torn families apart, would be
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instinctively drawn to the group of soldiers on the 
verge of combat, separated by the women casting their 
children between the two armies, as he put it.(71) 
Charm and simplicity of form served the expression of a 
simple beau moral which could appeal to the public's 
deepest feelings.
This quality was completely absent from The Oath of 
the Horatii and Brutus, as it was from almost all of 
David's works created after The Sabine Women. Like other 
critics, Delecluze saw in Leonidas at Thermopylae the 
beginning of the decline of David's artistic powers. 
Originally, David intended this painting as a 
continuation of the principles so brilliantly 
demonstrated in The Sabine Women. Again he refused to 
indulge the modern wish for expression, lighting effects 
and dramatic grouping and again he chose to depict human 
beings so that they could be admired individually.
Delecluze recounts the difference of opinion which 
arose between him and his master over the choice of the 
moment to be depicted. The critic believed that the 
painter should have chosen the moment when Leonidas led 
his men into battle for the last time. As Delecluze put 
it, David had begun to paint his work in a lyrical mode 
when he should have chosen a dramatic one.(72) He wished 
to depict the thoughtful atmosphere before the battle as 
the Spartans meditated on their sacred duty towards
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their country and on their inevitable death in the 
battle to come. Unfortunately, the painter found it 
almost impossible to express this beau moral. He painted 
the Spartan soldiers busying themselves combing their 
hair, putting make-up on their faces, tying their 
sandals and making wreaths of flowers, whilst he could 
not decide on the attitude and expression of Leonidas. 
Surely the danger threatening the Spartans should have 
been more visible in this painting.(73)
Delecluze implied that if David had chosen the 
dramatic mode he had suggested, the painting would have 
been immediately attractive in the same way as The
Sabine Women, with the group of women casting their 
children between the warriors. The realistic depiction 
of the Spartan's preparations for the battle would 
hardly lead 19th century viewers to meditate on
patriotism because the aspect of Spartan culture
depicted here was no longer understood. The more 
dramatic moment favoured by Delecluze would serve this 
purpose much better and still give the painter an 
opportunity to make the beauty of each individual figure 
stand out. Lessing's rule that the depiction of the
climax of an event should be avoided, would still be 
obeyed. Like the emotions of the Sabine women, the 
feelings depicted in Delecluze's imaginary Leonidas 
would be immediately and universally understood. Form
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and expression would once again melt into a perfect 
whole. As it was, David was going back to the obscurity 
of his pre-Revolutionary works.
Work on the Sacre paintings delayed David in fi- 
nishing his Leonidas. The painter wanted these paintings 
to be a realistic portrait of Napoleon's coronation. He 
therefore developed a far more naturalistic manner than 
the one used in The Sabine Women and Leonidas, which 
served this purpose admirably. After abandoning the 
Sacre-project David again took up work on his Leonidas. 
Delecluze suggested that during this period David still 
sympathized with Napoleon, but was increasingly worried 
by his authoritarianism and his aggressive attitude 
towards other nations. He did not suggest that this 
different attitude had anything to do with David's 
difficulties in finishing the painting, but he made 
clear that during this second period of work on Leonidas 
David was unable to recapture the mood he was in when 
starting. Leonidas had originally been a poetic painting 
but when finished it was a prosaic one and the more 
naturalistic manner developed for the Sacre paintings 
was now also visible in it.(74) Delecluze saw this 
demonstrated in the figures finished last, in particular 
in the figure on the right (left for the viewer) of 
Leonidas. Here realism resulted in shocking banality. 
The manner in which the figure of Leonidas was painted
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formed an uncomfortable half-way house between that of 
The Sabine Women and the second stage of the work on 
Leonidas.(75) The realism for which Rabbe and Latouche 
admired Leonidas was for Delecluze reason enough to 
assign it only secondary importance within David's 
oeuvre.
Of the four planned Sacre paintings only two were 
finished, and Delecluze believed that only the one 
showing the coronation of the Empress Josephine (ill. 
31) was a truly good painting. He believed it to be one 
of David's greatest works, and indeed the only one of 
his later paintings to match The Sabine Women. Apart 
from the splendid realism of the portraits of each of 
the persons involved in this great event, the painting's 
main attraction was David's master stroke of choosing 
the moment when Napoleon crowned his wife, instead of 
that in which he crowned himself. Delecluze related 
Napoleon's enthusiastic reaction to the painting. He 
congratulated David on depicting him as a French 
knight.(76) Here Delecluze indicates that David had been 
moved by an interest in the Middle Ages inspired by 
Chateaubriand and the genre-troubadour paintings in 
which David's pupil Fleury Richard excelled.(77)
This choice of moment enabled David to create a 
scene which aroused the same immediate interest as The 
Intervention of the Sabine Women. Instead of depicting
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Napoleon as an autocrat, David portrayed him paying 
homage to his wife, thereby demonstrating one of the 
greatest virtues of the Christian French nation and the 
great ideal of courtly love. Admiration of womankind, a 
feeling essential to Romanticism, appears to have 
encouraged both Delecluze's love for Raphael's Madonnas 
and his appreciation of the most important quality of 
David's Sacre and Sabine Women. Expressing this 
appealing virtue would enable the Sacre, this beautiful 
painting, to make the significance of the coronation 
understood by future generations. In the Sacre, David 
had found the only possible way to give a painting of a 
modern subject the same timeless interest as that evoked 
by Raphael's Madonnas. It expressed a simple, 
universally understood idea, and for this reason 
Delecluze saw it as one of the few great works of art of 
the Napoleonic era. For him the two others were probably 
Gros' Jaffa and Eylau, showing Napoleon demonstrating 
the healing gift which the French kings were believed to 
possess.
Conclusion
Delecluze believed that David had ultimately proved 
unable to insulate himself from the increasingly prosaic 
art of the nineteenth century. His lack of faith had
306
betrayed him and he had strayed from the road explored 
in The Sabine Women. The same lack of faith also caused 
many of his works to have an obscure meaning. For this 
reason Delecluze considered them unfit to be placed in a 
public building or in a palace. They remained in the 
painter's workshop until they finally went to the 
Louvre.
The post-Napoleonic generation in France had lost 
all hope and faith. In Delecluze's view, however, 
history painting was still the most important genre, so 
a painter wishing to impress the public and prospective 
buyers and patrons would naturally still choose this 
genre to make his mark. Only a few artists, of whom 
Ingres and Leopold Robert were the most important, were 
able to achieve harmony between form and expression in 
their paintings in order to communicate with the public.
Most artists were unable to find subjects 
interesting both to them and to the public. To 
compensate for this they tried to impress the public 
with large but insignificant paintings and imitations of 
Schools from the past. These works were no more than 
accumulations of unimportant detail and illustrated 
events often of no interest at all to the public.
Delecluze could never accept that the expression 
advocated by Diderot and Stendhal was a valuable new 
development, helping art to belong to its time. Instead
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he saw it as a sign of modern decadence. The time of 
truly great expressive art was over, he felt. This art 
could exist only where all members of society shared the 
same faith, and artists gradually learned to make their 
work express simple ideas understood by all. Greek 
artists and those of the Italian Renaissance had reached 
this stage of perfection but their expression had 
nothing to do with that which Diderot and Stendhal 
wished to see. It was not in any way theatrical, but was 
achieved by illustrating the most universal feelings and 
human relationships. For this reason, the Greeks and 
Raphael were great artists. Even a modern painter like 
David could emulate them in this when the ideas he 
wished to communicate were simple and understood by the 
whole nation. In such cases the artist invariably 
combined simplicity of ideas and of form to achieve this 
goal.
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2. The most scathing comment on Delecluze's 
life and opinions was delivered by the landscapist Paul 
Huet in a letter from 1862 to the critic Sainte-Beuve. 
"...cette larve, posee sur les feuilles des Debats (qui) 
a de sa bave tache, fletri, sali tout ce qui etait en 
fleur, tout ce qui pouvait etre un fruit." Cited by 
Grate (20).
3. The most complete listing of these can be 
found in Baschet (Temoin).
4. See particularly Delecluze's haunting de- 
scription of the scenes of carnage he witnessed in 
September 1792 from the family's country house in 
Meudon. Delecluze, Souvenirs de soixante annees (Paris, 
1862) 8.
5. Delecluze (1855: 41-42).
6. In fact all French regimes of the 
nineteenth century followed Napoleon in using artists 
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thing unheard of under the Ancien Regime, was one of the 
ways to reach this aim. Sfeir-Semler (24-25) . Gros and 
Gerard both became barons under the Restoration.
7. Baschet (Temoin: 42).
8. The outlook of the Journal des debats was 
initially royalist. Louis Bertin had himself been a 
royalist during the Revolution. However the journal 
chose to oppose the government as early as 1823, when 
Chateaubriand fell from favour. The enmity between the 
government and the Journal des debats grew rapidly. 
Bertin himself ended up in prison when his newspaper 
printed an article by E. Bequet, criticizing Minister 
Polignac. It ended with the words: "Malheureuse France! 
Malheureux roi!" In 1830 the Journal des debats sided 
with the Orleanist party, to which it would remain 
faithful. "Bertin, Louis-Frangois (Bertin aine)," P.
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II (Paris, 1866) 620. Because he could not at first
agree with the Journal des debats' political views, 
Delecluze had doubts about accepting the post of art 
critic there. Only Bertin's assurance that he would be 
left in peace in his "petit royaume des beaux-arts" made 
him decide in favour. Baschet (Temoin: 64).
9. A. Delaforest, theatre critic of the 
Gazette de France, a royalist newspaper, expressed his 
great annoyance at the public's behaviour and felt no 
doubt as to its political inspiration. A. Delaforest, 
Cours de litterature dramatique, I (Paris, 1836) 6-14.
10. Of the staff of Le Globe, Duvergier de
Hauranne, Ludovic Vitet, Remusat, Prosper Merimee and
P.-F. Dubois are known to have been regular visitors of
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Adrien de Jussieu, Mignet, Nicolas-Louis Artaud, the 
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11. Delecluze, Journal, 29 sept. 1827, cited
in Baschet (Temoin: ll8).
12. "(David) voulut aller chercher dans 
l'etude exclusive de l'art antique un point de depart 
nouveau; il ne s'inquieta ni des hommes ni des 
evenements qu'il voyait, il remonta maladroitement le 
courant des siecles et s'eprit d'une admiration sans 
borne pour des costumes, des attitudes, des moeurs qui 
n'avaient plus leur raison d'etre." Du Camp (4).
13. Although Du Camp's ideas were almost 
diametrically opposed to those of Delecluze, they both 
felt a deep mistrust of l'art pour l'art. Du Camp 
accused Delacroix of being a typical l'art pour l'art 
painter: "L'humanite et l'histoire, qu'il semble avoir
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Du Camp (89).
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cherchant toujours a decouvrir le principe de l'art 
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ture moderne." Delecluze (1856: 177).
15. "...force d'envisager ici son Radeau de la 
Meduse comme representant une doctrine mise en 
opposition a celle de David, on ne peut plus y voir 
qu'une renovation de l'ecole et de la maniere de 
Jouvenet, en sorte que l'on est amene a conclure que 
l'effort de ce jeune peintre fut dirige dans un sens 
retrograde, et qu'il est loin d'avoir fait avancer 
l'art, comme on l'a cru pendant quelque temps." 
Delecluze (1855: 384).
16. Delecluze, Journal des debats 11 September
1824.
17. On seeing Robert's Fisherman from Naples 
Improvising Delecluze asked himself and his readers the 
following question: "Ce tableau est charmant d'accord; 
mais est-ce un tableau d'histoire, ou de genre? Pour 
moi, je n'en sais rien, et cela me seroit fort egal, si 
je ne me trouvais pas engage a dire mon avis sur 
l'exposition..." After this he declares that such a 
noble figure can never belong to genre. Journal des 
debats 5 September 1824: 2.
18. Delecluze, Journal des debats 5 September 
1824, and (1855: 392).
19. "Cet homme a trop d'idees et trop d'esprit 
pour avoir jamais la patience de devenir un bon pein-
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tre." Delecluze (1856: 216).
20. Delecluze "Salon de 1831; XIV," Journal 
des debats 2 July 1831: 3.
21. "De M. Ary Scheffer et des singes du
sentiment." Ch. Baudelaire, "Salon de 1846," Curiosites 
esthetiques, nouvelle edition (Paris, 1889) 166. See
Boime (1980: 48).
22. Delecluze (1855: 388).
23. See Delecluze (1855: 392), Journal des 
debats 5 March 1834: 1.
24. Delecluze, "Salon de 1837, deuxieme 
article, peinture: MM Bendemann, Paul Delaroche, Ary 
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L. Ewals, Ary Scheffer: Sa vie et son oeuvre, 
thesis, Nimwegue, 1987, 79 and Ziff (164) both disagree 
with Delecluze's assumption that the paintings were 
badly received, because of the public's lack of interest 
in and understanding of subject and style. While 
Scheffer's Christus Consolator was a huge public 
success, because of the preoccupation with both the 
spiritual and the liberal-humanitarian which it showed, 
Delaroche's sudden attempt to tackle spiritual painting 
met with a mixed response from the critics but his 
serious intentions were not doubted.
25. "Je ne m'aviserai pas d'etablir un 
parallele entre Robert et le plus grand peintre de la 
grande epoque catholique; mais je ne puis m'empecher de 
reconnaitre leur parente. Ce n'est a la verite qu'un air 
de famille, tout entier dans les formes materielles, 
mais non dans l'esprit. Raphael est tout imbu de 
christianisme catholique, religion qui exprime le combat 
de l'esprit contre la matiere ou du ciel contre la 
terre, qui a l'oppression de la matiere pour objet, 
appelle peche toute protestation de cette derniere et 
voudrait spiritualiser la terre ou plutot la sacrifier
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le catholicisme est, sinon mort, du moins tres avance 
dans son agonie. (...) Robert est Frangais et, comme la 
plupart de ses compatriotes, obeit a son insu a une 
doctrine encore voilee qui ne veut pas entendre parler 
d'un combat de l'esprit contre la matiere, qui n'inter- 
dit pas a l'homme les jouissances certaines d'ici-bas, 
et lui promet en meme temps des joies celestes dans 
l'azur de l'infini, qui veut au contraire beatifier 
l'homme des cette vie terrestre et regarde le monde 
sensible comme aussi sacre que le monde spirituel. Les 
Moissonneurs de Robert ne sont donc pas seulement purs 
de tout peche, mais ils ne savent meme ce que c'est 
qu'un peche. Leur travail de tous les jours est leur 
pitie; ils prient donc continuellement sans remuer les 
levres, sont bienheureux sans paradis, reconcilies sans 
sacrifice expiatoire, purs de toute tache originelle, 
saints et archi-saints." Heine (131).
26. J.-N. Paillot de Montabert, Traite complet 
de la peinture, I (Paris, 1829-1851) 184.
27. Paillot de Montabert, I (8).
28. Paillot de Montabert, I (54).
29. "...l'incertitude des proces et la 
maladresse meme de la main se laissent apercevoir (...) 
on voit que la pensee et le sentiment de l'artiste ont 
toujours domine sa main..." Delecluze, "Exposition de 
1842; III" Journal des debats 25 March 1842.
30. Delecluze (1855: 411).
31. Benichou (18-19).
32. Letter from Chateaubriand to the poet 
Nicolas Martin of 19 May 1836, cited in Benichou (119).
33. In his second article on Rio in the 
Journal des debats of 9 September 1838, Delecluze 
betrays his mistrust of the forced combined regeneration 
of Catholicism and art, advocated by Rio. In his view,
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society, only the efforts of a few individual, gifted 
artists could help bring about the regeneration of art. 
See B. Foucart, Le renouveau de la peinture religieuse 
en France, 1800-1860 (Paris, 1987) 5-31, for the gap 
separating Rio from theorists like Delecluze. The latter 
betrays his dislike of the Nazarenes in the Journal des 
debats of 8 March 1837.
34. The solution was indeed purely pragmatic. 
Delecluze was honest enough to admit that eclecticism, 
particularly that of Le Globe, was a seductive but 
rather vague doctrine, which could not really put an end 
to the doubts of sceptics. Delecluze (1862: 265) . He 
believed the separation of state and spiritual power, 
and the institution of constitutional government to have 
been inevitable and blamed Joseph de Maistre and 
Lamennais for wishing to impose religious ideas on 
eclectic liberalism, so weakening it still further. 
Theocratic and constitutional government could not in 
his view be combined (401).
35. "A cette derniere epoque, les idees et les 
habitudes religieuses etant familieres a toutes les 
classes de la societe, les sujets qui en derivent 
etaient compris et accueillis de tout le monde. Les 
artistes trouvent une theorie et une poetique consacrees 
par un long usage, s'y conformaient sans reflexion, 
comme on obeit a une loi etablie depuis longtemps. Or, 
rien n'est plus favorable au developpement du talent des 
artistes que la permanence du gout fonde sur des 
croyances serieuses, et l'on ne fait pas assez 
d'attention a l'immense avantage qu'ont eu les peintres 
de la Renaissance en n'eprouvant pas, ainsi que ceux de 
nos jours, l'embarras que causent incessamment la 
recherche et la choix des sujets de peinture." Delecluze 
(1855:402).
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36. Delecluze (1855: 407-408).
37. Delecluze (1855: 73).
38. Many of those who dreamed of the Primitive
World believed in the existence of a superior Atlantean- 
like human race of true philosophers, inventors and 
creators. G. Levitine, The Dawn of Bohemianism: The 
Barbu Rebellion and Primitivism in Neoclassical France 
(University Park, 1978) 97. Levitine's is the most
extensive study to date on the Barbu movement. For 
eighteenth century artistic primitivism in general see 
R. Rosenblum, The International Style of 1800: A Study 
in Linear Abstraction, thesis, New York U, 1956 (New 
York, 1976).
39. These ideas were, however, refined by
Paillot de Montabert's calm and methodical mind.
Delecluze (1855: 97).
40. Delecluze (1855: 219-220, 227).
41. Levitine poses the problem of early
nineteenth-century artists' wish "to secede from their 
own historical era". (132) . Delecluze's attitude in
particular can be understood as characteristic of the 
aesthetic crisis which Levitine sees emerging in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, reacting 
against the oppressive cult of popular science and the 
immense popularity of panorama and diorama.
42. Delecluze, "Salon de 1837; VI: Peinture
(batailles), MM Delacroix, Schnetz, Scheffer etc," 
Journal des debats 6 April 1837.
43. Delecluze (Resume de l'exposition de 1824 
et '27: 3).
44. According to Rousseau, man had to
subordinate his own will to the general will, with the 
public interest and patriotism as his highest goals. God 
did not speak to persons individually, but only through 
their collective conscience. The concept of God had
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always to be related to the collective life of a
society. B. Groethuysen, J.-J. Rousseau (1949; Paris, 
1983) 323-324. Vyverberg draws our attention to
Rousseau's condemnation of the "coldness of a ubiquitous 
rationalism" and corrupting modern society. H.
Vyverberg, Historical Pessimism in the French 
Enlightenment (Cambridge Mass., 1958) 57.
45. Delecluze's ideas on the growing 
individualization of taste after the disappearance of 
ideals which prevented people from pursuing their 
personal interests too much, can be compared to those 
described by Barrell.
46. "...ce ne sont jamais les scenes
familieres et humbles, telles que les interieurs de
menages pauvres, d'habitations d'artisans, et les 
details d'une ecurie ou d'une creche qui attirent 
l'attention et excitent l'interet des pauvres gens qui 
vivent journellement au milieu de ces miseres; ce qui 
les frappe (...) ce sont au contraire les peintures 
representant des sujets qui reveillent de grands 
souvenirs religieux ou historiques." Delecluze (1856: 
6).
47. "Mais par une singularite propre a notre 
epoque, et resultat fatal et inevitable de cette fievre 
industrielle qui nous mine depuis vingt ans, les hommes 
qui sont forces de commencer leur fortune, qui auraient 
besoin de consacrer toutes les heures de leur vie a un 
travail opiniatre, et qui naturellement seraient portes 
a vivre avec le plus de simplicite et d'economie, ne 
peuvent le faire." Delecluze, "Salon de 1840; IV," 
Journal des debats 10 April 1840.
48. "Pour mon compte, je declare que je ne 
voyage qu'avec peine et avec une sorte de repugnance a 
travers ce chaos d'idees ou l'on sait jamais bien ou 
l'on est ni ou l'on va." Delecluze (1856: 253).
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49. Delecluze, "Salon de 1836: II," Journal
des debats 11 March 1836. A.-C. Quatremere de Quincy,
Histoire de la vie et des ouvrages des plus celebres
architectes du Xle siecle jusqu'a la fin du XVIIIe,
accompagnee de la vue du plus remarquable edifice de
chacun d'eux, ed. J. Renouard (1830; New York, 1970) . 
Quatremere de Quincy describes the Camposanto and menti- 
ons that Queen Christina of Sweden "donnait (...) a ces 
interessantes galeries le nom de Museum" (40). Besides 
the works of art gathered here he believes the most 
important aspect of the Camposanto to be "cette reunion 
d'hommes celebres dont la republique de Pise a consacre, 
sous ces portiques, les fideles images, ou conserve sur 
le marbre les noms et la memoire" (42).
50. "Outre son interet historique, cet 
etablissement aura un but moral et politique. On n'en 
sortira pas sans avoir eclaire son esprit, meuble 
serieusement sa memoire et regu de graves enseignemens. 
Beaucoup d'ouvrages mediocres y figureront!" These works 
become meaningful again "...par la place qu'ils 
occupent, par le siecle ou le jour dont ils rappellent 
les souvenirs... Tel portrait faible, que l'on ne 
regarderait s'il etait isole, prendra par le nom et la 
date ecrits sur sa bordure, un interet tres reel". 
Delecluze, Journal des debats 11 March 1836.
51. A.-C. Quatremere de Quincy, Considerations 
morales sur la destination des ouvrages de l'art ou de
l'influence de leur emploi sur le genie et le gout de
ceux qui les produisent ou qui les jurent, et sur le
sentiment de ceux qui en jouissent et en regoivent les
impressions (Paris, 1815).
52. "On ne s'occupe plus qu'a comparer dessin 
avec dessin, couleur avec couleur. On calcule des 
beautes et des defauts, on fait une balance pittoresque 
(...) De la une habitude pernicieuse, celle de ne plus
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rien estimer, qu'en raison d'une perfection abstraite, 
de ne point vouloir des defauts, de ne pas tenir compte 
des raisons qui excusent, et quelquefois legitiment ce 
qu'on prend pour une erreur et ce que les lieux, les
circonstances et la faveur des considerations qui s'y
rattachent, auraient fait regarder avec admiration." 
Quatremere de Quincy (1815: 43).
53. "La science, comme on le voit, est tres
envahissante de sa nature, et elle est parvenue a
emprisonner dans ses classifications rigoureuses 
jusqu'aux plus admirables chefs- d'oeuvre de l'art que 
renferme le vaste Musee du Louvre. Que l'on etablisse de 
l'ordre dans cette immense collection, rien de mieux; 
mais si l'on inscrivait les oeuvres du genie sous un 
numero d'ordre comme on pourrait a la rigueur ranger 
Bossuet, Pascal et La Fontaine dans le classe des
mammiferes..." Delecluze, "Le Louvre," Journal des 
debats 3 February 1838.
54. See H.-W. van Helsdingen, Politiek van de 
dood: Begraven tijdens de Franse Revolutie, 1789-1800.
(Amsterdam, 1987) 127-128.
55. Considerations sur les arts du dessin en 
France (Paris, 1791). He objects to "l'esprit de calcul 
et de systeme, l'empire des regles et de 
l'enseignement". His ideas differed greatly from those 
of the Societe libre des beaux-arts.
56. Delecluze (1855: 403).
57. E. Mai, "Poussin, Felibien und Lebrun: Zur
Formierung der Franzosischen Historienmalerei an der 
Academie Royale de Peinture et Sculpture in Paris," 
Historienmalerei in Europa: Paradigmen in Form, Funktion 
und Ideologie, hrsg. von E. Mai unter Mitarb. von A. 
Repp-Eckert (Mainz. a. R., 1990) 9-25. Th. Kirchner,
"Neue Themen, neue Kunst? Zu einem Versuch die 
Franzosische Historienmalerei zu reformieren,"
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Historienmalerei (107-120).
58. Delecluze's mistrust of history painting 
seems to be backed by the findings of Crow (1985) . He 
believes that far from uniting the French nation, 
history painting fell victim to the needs of several 
political pressure groups within the French nation 
during the eighteenth century, while the artists 
themselves were violently opposed to history painting 
around 1750, because they feared that their established 
clientele would not be interested. Although he did not 
share Delecluze's belief that history painting 
originated only around 1700, Heine (126-127) wrote that 
when religious painting, originally the only form of 
history painting, lost its function the term history 
painting was used to designate paintings of scenes from 
mythology, Biblical, Ancient and later modern history, 
in order to distinguish it from genre, the painting of 
ordinary life. This seems to have been the more common 
view.
59. "...un de ces hopitaux de la peinture
auxquels on donne le nom fastueux de Musees." Delecluze 
(1855: 403) . Gericault had similar problems to those
experienced by David when he exhibited The Raft of the 
Medusa in 1819. The painting was first hung too high and 
then too low. Kemp (109) concludes that the enormous 
size of the canvas and the devices used by Gericault "to 
draw the viewer into the painting" served to demand the 
viewer's attention and to push aside the painting's 
rivals. The increasing size of paintings and the need to 
manipulate the viewer visible in the work of David and 
others were thus the direct result of art losing its 
traditional function and becoming an object of trade.
60. Delecluze (1855: 220).
61. "Deja vers la moitie de sa carriere, le 
Poussin, renongant a l'emploi des symboles et de
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l'allegorie, s'attachait a la realite." Delecluze (1855: 
412).
62. Delecluze (1855: 120).
63. The Oath of the Horatii and Brutus must be 
understood as "des nobles jeux de son esprit et de son 
imagination". Delecluze (1855: 405).
64. "Enfin il a manque a cet homme, ainsi qu'a 
tous ceux dont il etait entoure une foi quelconque fixe 
et inebranlable. De la cette diversite dans les sujets; 
de la l'inutilite, l'inopportunite de la plupart de ces 
productions, fort remarquables sous le rapport de l'art, 
mais qui distraient les esprits au lieu de les captiver 
et de les instruire; qui font diverger les idees au lieu 
de les ramener a un centre unique, et dont en somme 
l'incoherence et la multiplicite affaiblissent 
promptement le souvenir." Delecluze (1855: 324).
65. Delecluze (1855: 410).
66. A.-C. Quatremere de Quincy, Histoire de la 
vie et des ouvrages de Raphael (Paris, l824). For the 
deep interest in Raphael's art in nineteenth century 
France see Foucart and Raphael et l'art franqais, 
exhibition catalogue (Paris, 1983).
67. "Was hat nun nicht gar Raffael oder irgen- 
dein anderer der grossen italienischen Meister aus der 
Madonna und dem Christuskinde gemacht. Welche Tiefe der 
Empfindung, welch geistiges Leben, welche Innigkeit und 
Fulle, welche Hoheit der Lieblichkeit, welch 
menschliches und doch ganz von gottlichen Geiste 
durchdrungenes Gemut spricht uns aus jedem Zuge an." 
G.W.F. Hegel, Aesthetik, II, 2nd ed. by H.G. Hothos 
(1842; Berlin, 1965) 178. Later on, (200) Hegel remarks: 
"Die hochste, eigentumlichste Form dieser Liebe ist die 
Mutterliebe Marias zu Christus, die Liebe der einen 
Mutter, die den Heiland der Welt geboren und in ihren 
Armen tragt."
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68. "...Raphael a toujours garde, dans les 
rapports de soins et de caresses entre la mere et 
l'enfant, une mesure de reserve, de respect et de 
pudeur, qui contribue plus qu'on ne saurait le dire, a 
produire le caractere de saintete que le sujet exige." 
Quatremere de Quincy (1824: 136).
69. "...la Dispute du Saint-Sacrement, l'Ecole 
d'Athenes, la Vierge de Foligno, la Sainte Cecile, de 
l'immortel Raphael, sont des chefs-d'oeuvre, non pas 
parce qu'ils presentent une scene bien dramatiquement 
enchalnee, mais seulement parce que chaque personnage, 
place presque isolement et se rattachant aux autres 
plutot par une pensee que par une attitude et une 
expression, soumet peu a peu les yeux et l'ame, au lieu 
de s'attaquer aux passions." Delecluze (1855: 220-221).
70. Delecluze (1855: 408) . The source of this
remark may be German. Hegel, citing Rumohr, praises late 
fifteenth and early sixteenth century Italian art for 
its "fleckenloser Seelenreinheit und ganzlicher 
Hingebung in sussschmerzliche und schwarmerische 
zartliche Gefuhle," Hegel (252). The quote comes from 
Italienische Forschungen, II: 310. "Love" was for the 
Platonist Hegel the most important quality visible in 
Romantic, i.e. Christian, painting and his admiration 
for Raphael's Madonnas was based on the notion that they 
expressed the highest form of love.(See note 67).
71. "Si le sujet des Sabines ne realise pas 
cet ensemble et cette unite dramatique que les modernes 
exigent si imperieusement, cependant la vue de ces 
guerriers pres de combattre, mais separes par des femmes 
jetant entre eux leurs enfants, presente une scene si 
simple, que le spectateur, sans s'inquieter de ce qui 
precede ou de ce qui suivra, peut y prendre interet 
instinctivement." Delecluze (1855: 338-339).
72. "Ce qui nuit donc le plus a l'effet
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general de cette scene est sa nature, qui la classe au 
nombre des sujets dramatiques, tandis que David l'a 
traitee originairement dans un mode lyrique." Delecluze 
(1855: 339) . Art historians are unsure of the exact 
meaning of this remark, because it is not quite clear 
during which stage of the creation of Leonidas David 
wished to paint in a lyrical mode. Neither is it clear 
which meaning Delecluze attached to the word lyrical. 
Did he only mean Leonidas' meditative pose, or the lack 
of dramatic composition visible in the painting as a 
whole as well? See G. Stemmrich, "David's Leonidas bei
den_______ Thermopylen: Klassizistisch vollzogene
Kunstautonomie als 'Patriotisme sur la toile'," 
Frankreich 1800 (1990) 67.
73. "La position critique de Leonidas et de 
ses guerriers inquiete trop ceux qui en sont instruits, 
pour que le peintre n'ait pas fait quelques efforts afin 
de la rendre intelligible." Delecluze (1855: 339).
74. "Dans ce dernier temps David, ramene par 
ses travaux intermediaires du Couronnement et des Aigles 
a une imitation de la nature plus exacte, finit en 
prosateur le tableau, qu'il avait entrepris en poete." 
Delecluze (l855: 339).
75. Delecluze (1855: 340).
76. "C'est bien, tres-bien David. Vous avez 
devinee ma pensee, vous m'avez fait chevalier frangais."
Delecluze (1855: 313)
77 . Rubin (349-351) also mentions the
influence of the genre troubadour on David's Sacre.
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CHAPTER 6
Shakespeare
PLANCHE; a classicist defending
Introduction
Gustave Planche (1808-1857) was the most important 
and most formidable critic of the July Monarchy. After 
joining the staff of La Revue des deux mondes shortly 
after the beginning of this regime, he campaigned 
against the superficiality which he saw in the art of
his time. The vehemence of his attacks earned him the 
nickname of La Revue des deux mondes' executeur des 
hautes oeuvres(l), that is, its public executioner. His 
biography is quickly told. He was born into a Parisian 
family of rich apothecaries and, according to his 
father's wishes, studied medicine, although he did not 
complete his studies. His family is described as holding 
republican and atheist views and not prominent in
intellectual terms. However, Gustave was sent to the 
best schools, where he was confronted by the cultural 
and political controversies of the Restoration.
Planche's ideas on politics remain vague and it
seems likely that the subject ceased to hold his
attention after a brief flirtation with liberalism 
during the years leading up to the July Revolution and 
its aftermath. Even so his choice of La Revue des deux
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mondes as his employer indicates that he sympathized
with the magazine' s policy of opposition to the July 
Monarchy and supported its qualified welcome for new 
tendencies in art and literature. Planche undoubtedly 
shared his contemporaries' search for new spiritual 
values which could return to art and philosophy the 
elevation which they had lost as Christian religion had 
waned.
Even more than the generation of intellectuals who 
contributed to Le Globe, Planche was influenced by the 
eclecticism and spiritualism of Victor Cousin, whose 
lectures he attended in 1828. In that year Cousin retur- 
ned to his chair at the Sorbonne, having been suspended 
for several years because of his liberal sympathies. 
Planche's writings also betray the influence of Dubos, 
whose theories influenced the defenders of strong, 
mimetic expression during the Restoration as they did 
Eugene Delacroix, a painter Planche admired greatly. 
Planche wanted to keep intact the French eighteenth- 
century tradition in art and art theory, whilst 
combining it with the spiritualism of Victor Cousin. 
Since Planche fought an endless battle with his fellow 
critic Delecluze, comparison of their work may clarify 
the basic differences between the tendencies which they 
represented.
Unlike Delecluze, Planche was not at the centre of
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a group of intellectuals, discussing the culture of 
their time and initiating new developments, and for most 
of his life he remained an isolated figure. His status 
as a medical student was not easily reconciled with his 
struggle to become part of the Parisian intellectual 
elite, as he soon discovered. He therefore had to give 
up his studies, which naturally displeased his 
intellectually unambitious father. Since his father gave 
Gustave a very small allowance indeed, the son's 
decision to become an art and literary critic was 
prompted as much by necessity as by the desire to make 
his mark on the cultural life of his time.
By all accounts Planche's appearance was always 
very sloppy. Again this was partly explained by lack of 
money but it is also likely that he wanted to draw 
attention to himself by posing as a bohemian. However, 
even his friends, Hugo (for a while), Vigny, George 
Sand, to name the most important, were less than 
enthusiastic about the extremes to which he went to in 
this. To make matters worse, Planche always lost out to 
other men when vying for the affections of the women he 
loved. As a result he was forever in competition with 
the men he knew, and his often harsh judgment of their 
work can partly be explained by his sense of 
inferiority. For example, Planche reviewed Vigny's drama 
Chatterton (1834) less favourably than perhaps the piece
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deserved. When he wrote his article on Chatterton, the 
unfortunate critic had just discovered that the actress 
Marie Dorval, whom he adored, preferred Vigny, who had 
created the important part of Kitty Bell for her.
Upon the death of his father in 1840, Planche was 
able to lead a life of ease for an extended period. He 
spent his inheritance on a five year stay in Italy, 
returning to his work with La Revue des deux mondes in 
1845. By this time he was less concerned with "giving 
his opinion" and much of his later work suffers from 
this waning interest in his profession.
Gustave Planche has been the subject of several 
monographs. The earliest of them, written by Wolfgang 
Balzer in 1908, displays the least prejudice towards a 
figure who was not generally liked during his lifetime. 
Balzer is interested in Planche's criticism of both 
literature and art, which cannot be said of his later 
biographers. Maurice Regard, whose biography of Planche 
appeared in l955, makes no secret of his lack of 
sympathy for his subject. Although there is no doubt 
that the harshness of Planche's criticism can be partly 
explained by the coldness of his family relations and 
his later sense of isolation, psychology alone does not 
explain all aspects of his activities as a critic, as 
Regard seems to believe. Neither was Planche an 
inveterate enemy of Romanticism as a whole. Both this
326
aesthetic movement and the critic were too complex to 
justify such a simple assertion. Pontus Grate (1959) 
embedded his ideas on Planche in an excellent study of 
developments in French art criticism of the "Romantic 
era". However, like Regard, he tends to see Planche as 
more of a conservative than he really was. This leads 
him to underestimate Planche's lasting admiration for 
Delacroix and to exaggerate the esteem in which he held 
Ingres' work. Regard sympathizes with the socially 
committed Thore and cannot generate much understanding 
for Planche's elitist stance.(2)
In this chapter I will continue with the attempts 
made by Balzer to compare Planche's art and theatre 
criticism, in order to reveal the full complexity of his 
ideas on the culture of his time. This method will also 
allow me to clarify the basic differences of opinion 
which existed between Planche and Delecluze, the critic 
of the Journal des debats. As early as his first Salon, 
Planche demonstrated the gap between his ideas and those 
held by Delecluze with a vicious attack on the other 
critic.
Although Planche was hardly close to Delecluze in 
his thinking, they were both seen as conservatives by 
their opponents. Although interested in modern 
literature, Delecluze was hostile to almost every 
tendency in modern art, whereas Planche appreciated many
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aspects of modern art and literature. In contrast to 
Delecluze he admired Shakespeare without reservation and 
as we have seen he could appreciate Delacroix.
As I have indicated, Planche was strongly 
influenced by the theories of Victor Cousin(3) and by 
the ideas current among the journalists working for Le 
Globe, which can also be related to those of Cousin. Of 
the art critics at Le Globe, Thiers seems to have had an 
especially strong influence on him. His eclectic point 
of view allowed nineteenth-century artists the freedom 
to emulate any master from the past as long as they 
maintained classical beauty and clarity in their 
rendering of the human figure.
Planche did not share Delecluze's opinion, based on 
the theories of Quatremere de Quincy, that the very 
nature of history painting excluded the possibility of 
depicting abstract ideas. According to these two 
critics, history painting could merely represent the 
actions of human beings and, through peinture d'expre- 
ssion, their passing emotions. They believed that only 
allegory or the utmost simplicity of form and expression 
as achieved by Raphael, could compete with poetry in 
communicating a beau moral, be it religious or wordly. 
Although Planche agreed with them that Raphael's simple 
style could not be bettered for religious subjects, he 
also felt that more modern ideas could perhaps be better
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expressed using peinture d'expression, which was ab-
horred by both Delecluze and Quatremere de Quincy. 
Planche similarly considered the styles of the Venetian, 
Flemish and English colouristic Schools better suited to 
paintings with modern subjects than that of Raphael's 
Roman School.
Although Planche regretted the passing of the great 
religious art of the Renaissance as much as Delecluze or 
Quatremere de Quincy, he was less negative in his 
judgment of subsequent developments than either of these 
two critics. Delecluze was a sceptic in religious 
matters but mourned the end of the simplicity of life in 
a society dominated by religion. He could not accept the 
growing individualization of life which had been taking 
place since the beginning of the sixteenth century and 
had great difficulty finding a role in society for 
contemporary art. In the end, for Delecluze only the 
celebration of national identity and unity could fill 
the void left by religion.
For most of his life Planche was probably not a 
religious man. He believed that history painting by 
showing human beings in dramatic situations was fully 
capable of filling the gap left by religious painting. 
He judged that it could depict noble human action and 
the greatness of human character, or the essence of an 
historical event. In this way, spiritualism would return
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to art. However, instead of using the term beau moral,
Planche preferred to speak of painters having to depict 
le vrai beneath reality. Both terms were familiar from 
Victor Cousin's vocabulary.(4)
Only late in his career (in an enthusiastic article 
on Cousin in 1853), did Planche fully accept the
Platonic implications of the term beau moral as used by 
Victor Cousin. He had adopted the view that the ideals 
of human beauty and human action were only to be found 
in God. Hence his quest for beau ideal and beau moral 
ultimately led him to accept the existence of God.(5) 
This change came in the wake of a growing interest in 
the idealised nude as the basis of art, which first
became evident between 1835 and 1840, and was further
strengthened by his stay in Italy. Unfortunately, this 
late interest in Platonism deprived Planche of much of 
his former broad-mindedness.
The quality which Planche admired most in writers 
and artists was their insight into the secrets of the 
human heart, a value shared by the phares of both
classical and modern times. Although ancient and modern 
cultures could not be more different, they showed that 
the deepest motives for human actions had not changed 
over the centuries. In this way Planche, who was hardly 
a believer, could still define a spiritualism which 
united great artists and writers, while respecting their
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individuality and the process of historical change. As 
this is particularly true of Planche's writings from the 
1830's, before he left for Italy, we shall concentrate 
mainly on this most fruitful period in his time as a
critic.
The Theatre of the 1830's
At the beginning of the July Monarchy, Planche 
seems to have had high expectations of the 1830
Revolution. In his Salon of 1831 he heaped praise on 
Delacroix's painting Freedom Leading the People which 
celebrated this Revolution. His faith in the new regime 
soon waned, however. He despised the superficiality and 
materialism which dominated France during the 1830's and 
criticised the playwright Scribe, whose work he felt
epitomised the spirit of the age because he depicted 
poverty as a crime and wealth as a virtue.(6)
The magazine La Revue des deux mondes was in the 
hands of the opposition for the first ten years of the 
July Monarchy. Only after 1840 did it adopt a pro-
government stance. Its director Fernand Buloz had 
gathered the remaining staff of Le Globe around him 
when the journalists aspiring to a career in politics 
left in 1830, and those who supported Saint-Simonism 
transformed Le Globe into a mouthpiece of this movement.
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Others defected to La Revue des deux mondes, hoping to
preserve the policy of cautious acceptance of new 
tendencies in art which had characterized Le Globe in 
its heyday. They saw a great contrast between this 
attitude and the vulgarized juste milieu which won Paul 
Delaroche and the playwright Casimir Delavigne immense 
popularity during the first years of the July 
Monarchy.(7) Planche in particular was highly critical 
of them.
Even more scathing were Planche's attacks on Victor 
Hugo, who became a member of the Academy and Pair of 
France during the July Monarchy. Planche's other reason 
for disliking him was probably that in his search for a 
new Romantic drama, he pandered too much to his public's 
superficiality and demand for sensation.
Planche, who was familiar with the thinking of 
progressive circles during the Restoration, must have 
originally felt he had much in common with Hugo, who had 
espoused the development of drama suited to a nineteenth 
century public, although his Preface to Cromwell had 
made clear that simple realism was not the best way to 
achieve this aim. However, the essence he wanted to 
reveal of the events he depicted was slightly different 
from that which the critics of Le Globe and later 
Planche wished to see.
Hugo's notion of the complexity of human nature,
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which he considered characteristic of the modern,
Christian era, prevented any real understanding between 
himself and Planche. Although Hugo's opposition of 
complex modern life to the simplicity of life and art in 
classical antiquity was not new, his belief in the exis- 
tence of antithetical forces in one and the same 
character distinguished him from other thinkers. The 
sublime and grotesque, and the extremes of good and evil 
in Hugo's characters annoyed Planche and indeed many 
other critics. For Remusat, who had reviewed Cromwell in 
Le Globe, it was one of the main reasons for condemning 
the play. Planche objected to Hugo's characterisation of 
the courtesan Marion Delorme, whom the writer had 
portrayed as capable of complete unselfishness in love. 
Planche noted that Marion Delorme's biography made her 
unworthy of Hugo's view of her. Nor did he believe that 
Lucretia Borgia, one of the most notorious women in 
history, was capable of the tender maternal love which 
Hugo attributed to her. The jester Triboulet in Le roi 
s'amuse (1832), combined physical ugliness with a deep 
and noble love for his daughter. (8) Hugo himself 
believed that the value of these sentiments would have 
more impact on his public because of the way in which 
they contrasted with the appearance and reputation of 
his protagonists. His dramas would demonstrate that 
there was some good in even the most objectionable of
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characters and that there was hope even for them.(9)
Planche was of a different opinion. If a writer 
wanted his public to understand the deeper significance 
of historical events, his work should obey the classical 
rule of vraisemblance, respecting both historical fact 
and the public's understanding of human psychology. 
Hugo, he felt, had done the opposite, filling his plays 
with mere spectacle. They offered the viewer only the 
visual contrast between the palace and the prison, light 
and dark, Triboulet' s frightening appearance and his 
tender love for his daughter. The moral contrasts were 
too facile to contemplate. Hugo's plays were food for 
the eyes only.(10)
Planche's objections to Hugo's plays seem to have 
been borne out by the fact that most of them failed to 
secure a lasting place in the repertory. However, 
Planche may not have given Hugo enough credit. The poet 
who had started his career as an ardent royalist and who 
had embraced liberalism during the late 1820's came to 
feel an increasing sympathy for the common people when 
the July Monarchy proved unable to change their lot. He 
wanted to reach them through his plays and therefore 
resorted to the spectacle and exaggeration of melodrama, 
and the staggering realism of panorama. Planche was also 
almost totally blind to the deeper meaning of Hugo's 
nature poetry. The poet was trying to express the
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Romantic notion that God was in even the smallest leaf
of grass, but the critic saw only the realistic 
rendering of scenes from nature. Planche's attitude is 
all the more surprising given his understanding of this 
pantheism in the works of the painter Granet.(11)
Although Planche was not kindly disposed towards 
Hugo, his verdict on Alexandre Dumas' dramas was equally 
harsh. It also displays the beginnings of his interest 
in Platonism. He felt that Dumas had confined himself to 
portraying only the basest of human passions. He did not 
analyze love as a universal human passion in his plays 
but depicted only lust, its most base manifestation. 
Although he claimed to depict reality, even there he 
failed.(12) Dumas' preoccupations emerge in the most 
frightening manner in Anthony (1831), where the 
protagonist kills the object of his desire for resisting 
him.
Vigny, whom Planche initially condemned because of 
the conflict over Marie Dorval, was ultimately the only 
modern playwright he considered able to counterbalance 
the influence of Dumas and Hugo. Rather than presenting 
a series of spectacles, his novels mark a return to the 
analysis of the passions which precipitated historical 
events. His adaptations of Shakespeare's plays for the 
French stage in the 1820's were far truer to the 
originals than any of those before him. His play
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Chatterton seemed to Planche to bring back into French
drama the spirituality which he and his contemporaries 
so ardently wished for. Chatterton tells the story of a 
talented but destitute young poet whose only hope for a 
change of circumstances is a place as a servant in the
household of the Lord Mayor of London. This, and his
impossible love for Kitty Bell, a merchant's wife in 
whose house he rents a room, drive him to suicide. The 
unities were strictly obeyed by Vigny, and the piece 
lacked the sensation-seeking so characteristic of the 
work of Hugo and Dumas. Planche was probably deeply 
moved by the play's theme, the tragedy of a young
genius, at odds with society. Other critics praised 
Vigny for his ability to use a story which took place in 
the eighteenth century for its bitter comment on the 
society of his own time and its contempt for artists and 
poets. Still, Planche did not consider the play an 
unqualified success. Instead of showing the action and 
gripping conflict of passions which formed the
attraction of really great plays, Vigny had analyzed 
them. Chatterton was no more than a lamentation of the 
sad fate of a talented poet who died too young and by 
his own hand.(13) The critic considered Vigny's use of 
only one simple emotion insufficient to hold the 
public's attention for a whole evening.
Planche saw the same flaws in the work of Casimir
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Delavigne. His most popular play, Les enfants d'Edouard,
was based on Delaroche's portrayal of the death of the 
two small princes in the Tower. Here again, the story 
hardly seemed important enough to form the subject for 
an elegy, and could not carry a four-act tragedy. The 
choice of two children and their entourage as the 
protagonists of a play could not yield the conflict of 
passions Planche wanted to see, since they were in fact 
only the victims of conflicts in which they themselves 
took no part. As in all Delavigne's plays the audience 
received no clues at all as to the play's theme. Only if 
he had taken Richard III as his protagonist would he 
have been able to clarify the reasons for the Wars of 
the Roses, in which the murder of the princes in the 
Tower was only an episode. Richard III, their murderer, 
was one of the feudal lords who allowed nothing to stand 
in the way of their desire to win the throne of England. 
Only absolute monarchy had been able to end this near- 
anarchy.
The influence of Delavigne's typically juste milieu 
writing on French theatre was judged by Planche to be as 
fatal as Victor Hugo's. He tried to find middle ground 
between the classical tragedy and modern historical 
drama, not to shed light on the role played by human 
passion in history but simply in order to find favour 
with the public. Delavigne, he claimed, followed the
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classical rules to please the older generation, adding a 
dash of Shakespearian realism and excitement to appeal 
to the younger members of the audience. Lavish set
decorations and costumes were part of this effort to
please the public. In this way, the principle of
reconciliation espoused by the critics of the
Restoration because it would help to elevate and to
restore human interest to modern art and theatre, 
deteriorated into a means of satisfying the widest 
possible public. No real insight into history or the 
human mind should be expected from Delavigne, whose 
plays would soon cease to move the public.(14)
We must conclude that Planche's view of develop- 
ments in the theatre of the 1830's was hardly favoura- 
ble. As he saw it most playwrights had nothing more than 
empty spectacle to offer a materialistic, superficial 
public. Those who wanted to write more spiritually 
stimulating drama were the exception rather than the 
rule. Vigny, by far the most serious and spiritual 
playwright of this period, tended to choose subjects 
which were too simple to hold his public's attention. 
Although Planche's respect for Vigny's achievement was 
sincere, he focussed most of his attention on Hugo.
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The Problem of Shakespearian Art and Expression in 
Planche's Thought
As far as the critics were concerned, Planche's 
main target was Delecluze, whose distinction between 
Homeric and Shakespearian art Planche violently opposed. 
The difference between the two he saw as entirely 
superficial. At a deeper level Homeric art, which was 
according to Delecluze only concerned with beauty of 
form, was no different from the art of Shakespeare who 
sought to depict both the ugly and beautiful sides of 
reality. Planche's objections to Hugo's works as well as 
his criticism of juste milieu art and theatre are easier 
to understand in the light of this basic difference of 
opinion between him and Delecluze. In his Salon of 1831, 
the first he ever wrote, Planche attacked the older, 
respected critic for his views on the paintings of Paul 
Delaroche. Delecluze regarded Delaroche rather than 
Planche's favourite painter of that year, Delacroix, as 
the leader of the Shakespearian School in painting, 
because Delaroche had shown himself to be an observer 
and a thinker.
Planche felt that Delaroche's portrait of Cromwell 
revealed only the artist's doubts and uncertainty. 
Unable to decide what expression to give Cromwell, 
Delaroche had made him impassive.(15) The painting fell
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short of the mark as a history painting, lacking the 
quality which had been achieved by the great painters of 
the past. Those which followed had the same flaw. The 
Children of Edward, which was to inspire Delavigne, 
betrayed the same thematic weakness as the play. (16)
The Execution of Lady Jane Grey was also criticized 
by Planche. He considered it vacuous, sentimental and 
excessively indebted to an English print showing the 
execution of Mary, Queen of Scots. His objections to 
Delaroche and juste milieu art in general are most 
explicit in the article he wrote on the painting in 
1834. The work reflected the artist's inability or 
unwillingness to express the deepest feelings of the 
characters in the scene, a flaw also detected by other 
critics. Planche found this particularly annoying in the 
case of Lady Jane Grey. The girl in the picture had none 
of the earnestness for which Lady Jane Grey had been 
known all her life. Her lack of expression and 
personality made her an ideal object of fantasy to an 
undiscriminating public. One could fill volumes on the 
feelings people detected in her half-covered and 
expressionless face.(17) Like Delavigne, Delaroche's 
only aim was to please as large a section of the public 
as possible with creations devoid of any deeper meaning. 
Planche was aware that the nineteenth-century historical 
novel was aimed mainly at a public which had only
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recently discovered literature and which was unfamiliar 
with the tragedy and epic writing of the past. These 
readers loved the endless descriptions of historical 
scenes in which Walter Scott and his French followers 
excelled. They read not to be edified, but to be 
entertained and to have their imagination stimulated. 
Significantly, Planche objected strongly to Diderot's 
art-critical writing, which he believed to invite the 
public to judge paintings by the thoughts they suggested 
rather than the deeper meaning they expressed.(18) He 
probably saw Diderot's tendency to weave a story around 
the paintings which he admired reflected in the attitude 
of the public of his own time. The most striking example 
of this is perhaps Diderot's article on Greuze's Young 
Girl Weeping Over Her Dead Bird(ill. 32), (19) who 
inspired him to erotic fantasies. Perhaps Delaroche's 
Jane Grey was a direct descendant of this Greuze-girl.
In Planche's view, a truly Shakespearian artist 
would never let his imagination run free, nor wish to 
eliminate the unities of time, place and action. 
Instead, he would try to reveal to his public the inner 
life of his heroes and the passions and duties which 
inspired their actions.(20) For this reason, Delecluze 
had been totally wrong in assuming that both Victor Hugo 
and Delaroche were Shakespearian artists. Both men com- 
pletely lacked Shakespeare's insight into human
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psychology.
This realisation enabled Planche to develop a 
theory of his own without making the same distinction as 
Delecluze between Homeric and Shakespearian art. In his 
view, Shakespeare' s interest in expression was not only 
the consequence of his belonging to modern culture, it 
was in fact the most important feature of any great 
writer and therefore also evident in the works of the 
classical Greek playwrights. Here Planche drew heavily 
on Victor Cousin, who had argued that the highest aim of 
every form of art was to express an ideal of moral or 
physical beauty and not to depict the outward appearance 
of things.
Like Lessing, Cousin believed that the aims and 
possibilities of all arts were different; poetry was 
superior to every other form of art because of its 
ability to inspire a multitude of thoughts and emotions 
with only one word, "fatherland" for example. Painting 
and sculpture, by contrast, were both limited to the 
depiction of reality and could never reach this level of 
expressiveness. This notion is diametrically opposed to 
the ideas of Dubos and other sensualist thinkers.
Cousin, however, valued painting much higher than 
sculpture and only slightly less than poetry. Not only 
could it depict the entire physical and spiritual world, 
but it could express the beauty of mankind and the human
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soul in all its richness and variety. Only poetry could 
transcend painting in this respect.(2l) Cousin's theory 
modified Lessing's arguments to relegate sculpture, the 
classical form of art, limited in its possibilities for 
expression, to a minor place within the hierarchy of 
art. Here Cousin showed his affinity with Schlegel and 
Mme De Stael, although his taste in art was far more 
conservative than theirs. He felt that the French 
seventeenth century had been the most successful period 
in the history of art and culture because it had 
produced the greatest talents in every form of art.
No painter outside France had ever been able to 
match Poussin's almost philosophical approach to his 
calling, in which a superb manner was harnessed to the 
expression of thought. Nor had any painter been able to 
express the most tender of human sentiments as well as 
Le Sueur. The dramatic poets had surpassed the Greeks by 
adding to the range of thoughts and emotions which 
tragedy could express the most impressive of them all, 
those of a great soul torn between passion and duty. 
This had been Corneille's achievement, while Racine 
excelled in expressing the simplest and most universal 
human feelings. Young artists and writers should follow 
the example of these great compatriots and not the 
writers and painters of other Schools, who may have 
excelled in the technical side of their profession but
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could not rival the expressiveness of the art and 
literature of seventeenth-century France. Cousin 
embraced the Platonic notion that in order to express 
beauty, moral or other, art should possess unity and 
variety.(22) He inspired Planche's rigid defence of 
unity, his unswerving belief in the merits of peinture 
d'expression, and probably at least part of his theory 
on the variety in Shakespeare's work.
Shakespeare was the only modern playwright outside 
France for whom Cousin could muster genuine admiration. 
He even considered him superior to Corneille in the 
range of human feelings he could express. He seemed to 
grasp human nature in its entirety, man's basest 
passions as well as his most noble. Cousin concluded 
that the sentiments expressed by Shakespeare were more 
moving but less noble than those conveyed by Corneille. 
Cousin defined the difference between the classicist 
theatre of France and that of Shakespeare as follows: 
the former expressed nobility and simplicity of feeling 
while the latter revealed intensity and variety. He did 
not blame Shakespeare for lack of unity and spectacle 
for its own sake.
Planche's passionate defence of Shakespeare was 
based on his reading of Cousin and Schlegel, which 
convinced him of the inaccuracy of Hugo's interpretation 
of Shakespeare' s work and drama in general once and for
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all. The tragedy of Sophocles, a genre later taken up 
again by Racine, excelled in expressing only one passion 
in various ways. Shakespeare the dramatist was able to 
explore the whole range of human passions and was indeed 
a master in the depiction of every human emotion. He 
enabled the public to grasp the emotional development of 
a character and the conflicting passions which inspired 
his actions. At the same time, he would always make it 
clear that such conflicting emotions were two sides of 
the same coin. Though they might differ immensely, they 
remained recognizable as plausible manifestations of the 
same character, and not, as was the case in Victor 
Hugo's dramas, as incompatible qualities chosen at 
random. Planche's conclusion was that Shakespeare's 
dramas did not possess the explicit unity of tragedy, 
but an implicit one. The thoughts expressed by his 
characters led the audience back to the common centre 
from which all these varied and complex thoughts 
emanated.(23) Both Planche's view of the succession of 
emotions visible in Shakespeare's work and his 
description of the centre around which his plays 
revolved were based directly on Schlegel.(24)
Cousin's theories enabled Planche to attack 
Delecluze's basic notion that Shakespeare's art was 
inferior to classical art because it was an art of 
expression and not an art of form. Planche maintained
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that expression had been the most important aspect of 
art for every great writer and painter of the past. Both 
Hugo and the juste milieu artists Delaroche and 
Delavigne had failed to understand this. Hugo's plays 
were centred around the puerile concept of the existence 
of antithetical sides to human character. The 
implausible characters and need for spectacle resulting
from this completely mistaken interpretation of drama
could hardly interest the educated viewer, since it
lacked plausibility and elevation. Delavigne and
Delaroche had understood Shakespeare even less well
because they failed to express even one idea or emotion.
By using the criterion of expressiveness, Planche 
was able not only to elevate Shakespeare to a higher 
rank in the hierarchy of literature, but also to place 
every artist and writer he admired where he felt they 
belonged, regardless of the views of other critics.
Expression and Style
In his critical writings on painting Planche 
defended unity and expressiveness as ardently as in his 
theatre criticism, and objected to the realism and 
imitation of Schools from the past to which painters of 
his time were prone. Yet he did not reject these 
tendencies outright. He saw the desire to stress colour,
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visible in the art of the sixteenth century and later, 
as part of a wish to depict new, non-religious themes, 
or the human, dramatic side of biblical history. Unlike 
Delecluze, Planche considered this a perfectly 
legitimate desire stemming from irreversible historical 
changes. Paintings of non-religious themes could be as 
valuable as religious scenes in a sobre, linear style, 
as long as the artists employed their technique to 
express their ideas and not only to explore colour or 
show off their technical skills. In Planche's view 
invention was an artist's greatest gift.(25) However, he 
was too well aware of the differences between artist's 
personalities not to analyze the different ways in which 
they used their capacity for invention. This is 
particularly clear in his writing on Ingres, Huet and 
Delacroix.
Planche's attitude to the debate on the merits of 
classical and Raphaelesque art over colouristic art is 
clear in his article on Calamatta's engraving after 
Ingres' Vow of Louis XIII (26) . His admiration for the 
painting and Calamatta's copy in a different medium was 
sincere, and he even defended it against the more 
uncompromising observers who criticised the Madonna's 
facial expression because no Madonna of Raphael had 
looked like this. According to Planche, Ingres was not 
at fault, because he had to depict a subject never
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tackled by the Master. For this reason it was impossible 
for him simply to copy the facial expression of one of 
Raphael's Madonnas. They showed only the happiness of 
motherhood, while Ingres' Madonna should also reveal 
intelligence and strength. Planche stressed that the 
changes which Ingres had made were permitted by the 
Roman School. We must conclude that Planche admired 
Louis XIII because Ingres had not copied the work of his 
model literally, but had attempted to reconcile a post- 
Raphaelite idea with Raphael's style.
Planche was also aware of the salutary effect which 
Ingres' resurrection of Raphael's manner had had on the 
painting of the young artists of the Restoration. 
However, he believed that Ingres' influence on French 
art of his time could go no further than this, because 
of the very nature of his style and subjects. A common 
objection to Raphael's work was that his figures lacked 
life. According to Planche, Raphael had deliberately 
simplified and abstracted the human form to underline 
the supernatural character of the Madonnas and saints he 
painted. They did not breathe the same air as ordinary 
human beings and if they could speak their voices would 
sound entirely different from ours. The fact that 
Raphael's manner was ideal for the depiction of 
religious subjects became even clearer when one compared 
his work with that of the Spanish painter Murillo. A
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Madonna by the latter artist in the collection of
Marshal Soult, probably the Conception Soult (ill.
33)(27), rendered in brilliant Andalusian colours, was
more voluptuous than Raphael's and inspired more than a 
purely religious response.
Ingres' style could only be modified slightly to 
allow the expression of more modern ideas and subjects. 
Over the years he had lost his originality in 
interpreting Raphael's works, his paintings had become 
petrified copies of works of art made to suit the 
demands of an earlier era. Ingres had lost touch with 
his own time. Planche challenged Ingres' attitude 
towards Raphael. He had no doubt at all about Raphael's 
ability to absorb the important contributions to art 
made by other painters. Planche suggested that if he 
could really be reborn and not just resurrected by 
Ingres, the Renaissance master would incorporate the 
developments which had taken place in art since the 
sixteenth century in his work. In other words, he would 
be completely in touch with his time, while in the hands 
of Ingres he had become a mere shadow of his former 
self.
Nineteenth-century artists wishing to express the 
ideas and preoccupations of their own time could 
therefore not follow Ingres in his emulation of Raphael. 
Armed with their knowledge of art history they had to
349
find new ways to use it to serve their gift for 
invention.
Here Planche's theory of eclecticism differs from 
Cousin's. Although Cousin was seen as the father of 
eclecticism in philosophy, politics, literature and art, 
we have already seen that he was fairly conservative in 
his appreciation of artists and writers. He considered 
the achievements of the French seventeenth century the 
standard of perfection and he warned against emulation 
of colouristic painters, whose work he felt lacked the 
expressiveness of French art.(28) The influence of Dubos 
and De Piles on Planche's thinking is evident here. 
Dubos readily admitted that Raphael would have been an 
even greater artist had he been able to profit from 
later innovations in painting technique(29), while De 
Piles liked to recount the anecdote of the man who went 
to the Vatican to see Raphael's Stanze. Because the 
paintings did not boast realistic colouring which could 
attract the viewer to them, the poor man did not notice 
them even when they were right in front of him. (30) If 
Raphael had only been able to benefit from the lessons 
of the later colouristic Schools... Even more 
significant is De Piles' invention of an eclectic 
personal hierarchy of excellence in his judgment on 
painters.
Cousin, who largely rejected the sensualist
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philosophy of the eighteenth century, believed in 
painting's ability to depict human feeling but did not 
agree that its direct appeal to the senses made it supe- 
rior to every other form of art. Although Dubos and De 
Piles both emphasised that the imitation of nature 
should be kept in check by reason, this was not enough 
to convince Cousin. He believed that art which aimed to 
appeal to the senses and truly beautiful art were nearly 
incompatible. Man should be guided by reason in his 
search for the universal principles of physical and 
moral beauty. If art was to appeal to the senses and 
sentiments, his understanding of these principles would 
never transcend the limitations of his own 
personality.(31)
At least in the years before his stay in Italy, 
Planche seems to have believed that changing taste and 
personal emotions did not necessarily have to stand in 
the way of knowledge of the true principles of beauty. 
As we know, his indebtedness to Cousin later became more 
evident in his writing.
Reality and Tradition
Dynamic reality was one of the most important 
sources of inspiration for the artists of Planche's 
time. Government politicians wanted art glorifying
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events from the Revolutions of 1830 and 1789, while 
commissions from Louis-Philippe's Museum generated a 
market for battle paintings. Landscape painters increa- 
singly chose the scenery of France, particularly the 
rural areas around Paris.
One of Planche's favourite landscape painters and 
indeed one of his best friends was Paul Huet, a painter 
who found himself in an anomalous position in the 
artistic life of the July Monarchy. Both his paintings 
and those of Theodore Rousseau, which still retained 
much of the freshness of his sketches from nature, were 
shown at the Salon of 1831, against the wishes of the 
Academy. Their admission to the Salon was meant as a 
demonstration of Louis-Philippe's liberal standpoint in 
artistic and political matters.
Planche admired Huet's interpretation of these 
landscape sketches. He removed every ugly, banal or 
disturbing detail and introduced a harmonious system of 
perspective lines to draw the eye to a point of interest 
and beauty. Huet confronted those who saw his work with 
an effet voulu. Planche felt that the true artist should 
sketch after nature and that in the composition of his 
painting he should rearrange and beautify his sketches 
to reveal le vrai behind everyday reality. (32) He also 
believed that great landscapists of the past like 
Poussin and Lorrain had worked in this way. Because he
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shared Planche's view (33) and applied these methods 
with brilliance, Huet should be counted among the great 
painters.
In his defence of Huet's work Planche used the same 
strategy as in his writings on Shakespeare. By
identifying qualities in it which could also be seen in 
the work of great painters of the past he assigned it to 
the great tradition in art which had always upheld basic 
principles. Painters and writers whom more conservative 
critics placed in separate categories Planche would
bracket together as part of this tradition and as 
examples for later generations.
Since Huet was a landscapist and not a history 
painter Planche believed that his personal, subjective 
interpretation of a scene was as important in the 
creation of his paintings as his theoretical and
technical knowledge. Planche stressed this point in his 
Salon of 1831 in particular. (34) In later years Huet's 
work would be judged by the critic's increasingly 
inflexible rules. While Planche's admiration for Huet's 
working method was as great as ever he was later to
object to the painter's lack of precision in rendering 
contours.(35)
During the first years of his career as a critic 
Planche attached great importance to the role of an 
artist's imagination in his interpretation of reality,
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as did Gautier. As is well known, Delacroix, never 
wishing to depict reality as he saw it but striving 
instead to communicate with the viewer's soul, was also 
deeply interested in the power of the imagination. 
However, he showed himself to be an adherent to the 
seventeenth and eighteenth-century French tradition in 
art theory with his belief that the imagination should 
be kept in check by reason and resented being labelled a 
Romantic artist.(36) Planche's desire to put reason back 
into art seems to have developed only around 183 6, when 
intellectuals were taking a keener interest in French 
classicism. Planche was now more interested in the 
purely intellectual conception of subjects and 
composition than in the painter's emotional involvement 
with his subject. (37) As we have seen he eventually 
embraced Cousin's Platonism, whereas Delacroix to the 
end of his days had great difficulty in describing the 
true nature of beauty. In the end he resorted to 
definitions based on the Aristotelian tradition which 
stressed the sensual and emotional power of beauty.(38)
At the outset of his career as an art critic 
Planche echoed Victor Cousin's view that art should not 
be subordinated to either politics or religion. 
According to Cousin this had never been the case during 
classical antiquity or the Renaissance. Although some of 
Raphael's subjects had been religious, his ultimate aim
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had been the celebration of beauty for its own sake.(39)
When, in 1831 Planche described the position which 
artists should take during the July Monarchy, he 
believed that artists should refuse to adopt the hectic, 
superficial lifestyle of their countrymen in a 
democratic France which was almost entirely preoccupied 
with money-making. After a while people would need 
something to fill their hours of leisure. Naturally they 
would come to admire artists, the true aristocracy of 
genius (an idea pointing to a passing flirt with Saint- 
Simonism), able to fill the emptiness of their rootless 
society.(40)
In this way, the principle of l'art pour l'art 
enabled Planche to solve a problem which both Quatremere 
de Quincy and Delecluze had found insurmountable. Art 
did not have to serve religion or politics but could, 
through its own power and beauty, be of great importance 
to a society no longer motivated by a shared faith. This 
did not mean that Planche admired the products of the 
l'art pour l'art movement of the 1830's. He did not see 
in them the beauty and intellectualism which he demanded 
from art. Only once did he express admiration for a work 
of art which explored the possibilities of pure painting 
without recourse to anecdote. This was when Delacroix 
showed his Algerian Women (ill. 34) at the Salon of 
1834.(41) But in the same year, Planche was also
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confronted with the meaninglessness to which history 
painting could sink at the hands of Delaroche.
However, it would be wrong to think that Planche's 
belief in the autonomous force of art prevented him from 
admiring the work of artists who tried to immortalize 
events from recent history. Sharing Cousin's belief in 
painting's potential to express human passion and an 
event's beau moral, he was deeply interested in the work 
of the history painters of his day. The fact that this 
type of painting was now reduced to the status of Museum 
and Salon art hardly seemed to trouble him. He probably 
believed that paintings created outside the religious 
and political context gave both artist and public 
greater freedom than ever before to appreciate a variety 
of subjects and styles. Cousin himself had argued that 
an artist, while not serving politics and religion, 
should nonetheless be free to choose subjects from the 
realms of religion or history.(42)
Planche was no admirer of Vernet's battle 
paintings, Stendhal's touchstone for modernism in 
painting. In his view, Vernet was unable to come to 
grips with the difficulty of his subjects or to escape 
from realism and anecdotism. On the other hand he loved 
Gros' ability to idealize subjects from modern history, 
transforming them into Homeric compositions, (perhaps an 
ironic reference to Delecluze).(43) By striving to
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become an epic artist, Gros had paid tribute to the 
European artistic tradition and emerged as artist of the 
stature of Raphael or Michelangelo.
Planche's views on history painting are better 
understood in the light of his doubts about the relative 
importance of the sensitive artistic personality vis-a- 
vis reason in the creation of history painting. By 1831, 
he had recognized Delacroix as an artist with the 
ability to renew the genre. He saw him as one of the few 
great artists able to translate their thoughts directly 
onto canvas. He praised Delacroix's Freedom Leading the 
People (ill. 35) for the way in which it idealized an 
event from very recent history. We know that Delacroix, 
whose career had been threatened by the growing artistic 
and political conservatism of the regime under Charles X 
had much to gain from the Revolution of 1830. Although 
it is uncertain how deeply Delacroix was involved in the 
Revolution itself, Planche believed that he had tried to 
record what he had actually seen of the events which 
took place that July.(44)
As far as we know, Delacroix was present at the 
Pont d'Arcole during these days but it is not known 
whether he witnessed the events of 28 July, which 
Freedom Leading the People immortalized. Insurgents had 
tried to reach the Hotel de Ville from the Left Bank by 
way of the Pont d'Arcole, but the Swiss Guards defending
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the building had been able to keep them at bay for some 
time. Both parties had suffered heavy losses by the time 
the insurgents managed to secretly cross to the Right 
Bank and mounted a surprise attack. Now, finally, those 
behind the barricades on the Pont d'Arcole were able to 
fight their way to the Right Bank. To encourage them, a 
young man took hold of a Tricolour and stormed forward. 
He was almost immediately killed by a volley from the 
Guards. As George Heard Hamilton has pointed out, 
Delacroix' interpretation of the scene owed much to 
poems commemorating the Revolution, popular prints, 
stories about the heroism shown by women and eye-witness 
accounts of the battle on the Pont d'Arcole.(45)
Lee Johnson relates the anecdote of Anne-Charlotte 
D., a poor girl dressed only in a petticoat who went in 
search of her brother during the fighting. Upon hearing 
that he had been killed by soldiers of the Swiss Guard, 
she vowed to shoot ten Swiss soldiers because her 
brother had been hit by ten bullets. She had almost 
fulfilled her promise when she was shot herself.(46)
From these various sources Delacroix created his 
own image of the fight on the Pont d'Arcole, adapting 
historical fact to arrive at a new allegorical 
interpretation. Indeed, many critics wondered whether 
the Goddess of Liberty taking the place of the young 
fighter waving a flag in Delacroix's picture, should be
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understood as an allegorical figure, inspired by the 
goddesses of Antiquity or rather as a woman of the 
people, perhaps even a prostitute, fighting side by side 
with the men, bare-breasted and proudly wearing a 
Phrygian cap.(47)
Planche was impressed by Delacroix's ability to 
capture such a vivid impression of the July Revolution. 
He showed the dust and the dirt, the weary poor people, 
ignoblement beau, a type of beauty stemming from the 
poverty and depravity of modern life.(48)
Delacroix's sensitivity and commitment had helped 
him to lift the scene above the uninspired anecdoticism 
of Vernet and others. Still, Planche had doubts about 
Delacroix's use of allegory in this work, a device he 
disliked at this stage of his career. However, only two 
years later, when Vernet's The Duke of Orleans Proceeds 
to the Hotel de Ville (ill. 36) had failed to move him, 
he finally concluded that realism alone was not enough 
to keep the memory of an important historical event 
alive, not even with Delacroix' s deep feeling for its 
dramatic and inspirational qualities. Without allegory 
he would never have been able to do more than render the 
feelings of those taking part in the July Revolution and 
would have failed to communicate the lasting 
significance of the event to later generations. Besides, 
Delacroix's use of allegory here was perfectly suited to
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the needs of the time in which Freedom Leading the
People was created. Even the uneducated masses, unused 
to interpreting allegory, would be able to understand it 
with the help of the realistic action which Delacroix 
had incorporated in the work.(49)
What Planche sought in Delacroix's Freedom Leading 
the People was a sensitive rendering of the problems and 
events which occupied the artist as well as idealization 
and the lasting, higher meaning which he felt a history 
painting should have. Although he often sent works to 
the Salon which Planche considered no more than sket- 
ches, Delacroix remained one of his favourite painters. 
What he admired most, however, was not the painter's 
more private inventions but the wall paintings for which 
he received numerous commissions during the July 
Monarchy and the Second Empire. These works demonstrated 
his increasing ability to solve the problem of reviving 
the old-fashioned allegories traditionally used in the 
decoration of public buildings. Planche set out his 
views on the way in which Delacroix had tried to do this 
in an article on the painter' s wall paintings for the 
Salon du Roi in the Palais-Bourbon, an extremely 
important commission.(5O) As in the case of Freedom 
Leading the People Delacroix's solution was to depict an 
action which was summarized by an allegory. The ceiling 
was painted with allegorical figures, while wall-friezes
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beneath them showed the action belonging to them. In 
this way Delacroix made the concepts of Justice, War, 
Agriculture and Industry understandable to a large 
public. To give an example, the allegorical figure of 
Agriculture (ill. 37a) is a woman breastfeeding 
children. The frieze below this figure (ill. 37b) shows 
a Bacchic scene on one side and harvesters resting on 
the other. Planche realised that if Delacroix had 
confined himself to pure allegory, his paintings would 
have been admired only for his beautiful drawing and 
fine colouring, since they would have failed to capture 
the viewer's lasting interest. The painter had 
understood the importance of combining allegory, action 
and dramatic interest to ensure that the painting would 
have an impact on the masses.(51)
Planche now revealed himself as a true disciple of 
Cousin. He no longer considered it necessary for a 
painter to be deeply moved himself by his subject to be 
able to reach his public. On the contrary, this was 
achieved through a calculated combination of allegory 
and action. It is interesting to note that the article 
on the Salon du Roi appeared shortly after the article 
on the engraving by Calamatta of Ingres' Vow of Louis 
XIII. Planche may have been implying that Delacroix had 
not been caught in the same trap as Ingres. Delacroix's 
starting point was not the work of a greatly admired
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artist but the demands made by his subject. There was 
much to criticise in Delacroix's work, but Planche 
placed such a high value on the expressive qualities of 
art that, although he increasingly came to mistrust 
personal imagination, he would always admire Delacroix 
for this quality and for his gift for invention, while 
only at the end of his career did he profess unreserved 
admiration for Ingres' mastery of classical form.(52)
The article on the Salon du Roi revealed Planche's 
preference for Delacroix above Ingres. He praised Dela- 
croix for emulating several masters and Schools of 
European painting rather than just one. The master he 
chose to follow depended on the subject of his painting. 
Among the examples he took were masters of the Flemish 
and Dutch Schools as well as the Venetian School. 
According to Planche this was as it should be. 
Delacroix's attitude was consistent with the idea which 
was first expressed in Planche's Salon of 1836. Guided 
by nature and the artistic tradition, it was the 
artist's job to invent.(53) This meant that artists were 
free to select their style to match their subjects and 
that for the depiction of any subject a specific master 
offered the perfect example. Planche distinguished three 
stages in the process of invention - inspiration, 
conception and execution. The latter two were guided by 
the will and therefore of greater importance than the
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more personal and non-intellectual aspect of 
inspiration.(54) This strict rule should guard art 
against the sketchiness and inability to choose a 
consistent source of inspiration which were widely seen 
as the greatest flaws of contemporary painting.
Planche's views on the Scottish portrait painter Thomas 
Lawrence may serve as an example of this attitude. Since 
it was difficult to idealise the inelegant fashions of 
the day, portraitists should study the work of a 
contemporary master who had managed to solve the
problem. According to Planche, Thomas Lawrence provided 
an excellent example. Planche nonetheless hoped that the 
large wall-decorations which Delacroix created during 
the July Monarchy would give him a chance to make a 
final decision and begin to perfect his own style. Only 
in this way would he learn to persevere until he had 
completely mastered his art, producing finished work and 
idealized human figures.(55)
At the beginning of the 1830's, Planche did not 
criticize Delacroix for his lack of finish and
idealization as other critics had done from the
beginning of the painter's career. On the contrary, he 
praised the perfect execution of Freedom Leading the 
People.(56) Shortly before seeing the Palais-Bourbon 
wall paintings, Planche criticized Delacroix's Saint 
Sebastian (ill. 38) in his Salon of 1836 for the
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realistic, ungainly depiction of the saint's limbs. It 
was the first important painting by Delacroix which 
failed to convince him that the painter had made a 
serious attempt to finish and idealize his work.(57) As 
in his judgments on Paul Huet's work, Planche's criteria 
became increasingly inflexible. By 1836, he would no 
longer tolerate ignoblement beau figures.
It is surprising to note that around this time 
Planche still managed to overcome his objections to 
realism in art as such. He himself probably coined the 
term realism, which came to be commonly used as the name 
of an artistic direction only later. (58) He believed 
that it might stop artists from imitating only one 
artist from the past, as Ingres tended to do, and put an 
end to the undesirable consequences of the desperate 
pursuit of originality demonstrated by Restoration 
Romantic painters. Planche also coined the terms he used 
to describe these two directions. He labelled Ingres' 
ideas renovation and those of the Romantics innovation. 
For some time prior to his use of the term realism he 
had been an ardent defender of innovation, which tallied 
with his admiration for Delacroix's individualism during 
the early 1830's. He steadfastly objected to the concept 
of reconciliation, the term he invented for the juste 
milieu.(59) He believed that realism, although not an 
aim in itself, could discourage artists from copying
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classical art, and put an end to the bizarrerie of the
innovators. It seems unlikely that Planche would have 
welcomed realism for its own sake. His rejection of it 
in his theatre criticism and his dislike of the flat 
realism of painters like Vernet and Courbet argue 
against this.
Planche on Theatricality and Drama
Planche's views on David and Leopold Robert
highlight the differences between his and Delecluze's
versions of classicism, and shed light on his
interpretation of the concepts of theatricality and
drama.
Planche had little to say about David. He was no 
admirer of David's paintings and quoted from Guizot and 
Stendhal to describe the achievements of this recognized 
leader of the modern French School of painting. He did 
not try to develop an independent opinion on David's 
work. He had after all been very young when David died, 
and could not have known much about the discussions 
which had taken place between 1820 and 1825 regarding 
the merits and shortcomings of the painter's work. He 
cited the views of David's most vehement opponents, 
presenting them as his judgment of the qualities of 
those painters from David's School who were still alive
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when he began his career as an art critic.
Planche respected David for the reforms he had 
brought about in the French School of the eighteenth 
century. He had taught artists to strive towards a purer 
rendering of the human figure and had therefore had a 
positive influence on French art. Yet he showed no 
further interest in David. He saw little merit in the 
painter's attempts to idealize modern history which had 
won the admiration of others, arguing instead that David 
had totally failed to extract the meaning from the 
historical scenes he depicted.(60) Delecluze saw this 
flaw only in David's pre-Revolutionary works and Leon- 
idas.
Aware of David's involvement with Jacobinism, 
Planche saw David as a typical exponent of the ideas and 
values of the French Revolution, which could no longer 
appeal to the public of the Restoration and July 
Monarchy. David's Greeks and Romans had been almost 
superhuman beings, embodying the ideals and selfless 
commitment to duty of the Revolution. In 1831, still 
influenced by the subversive ideas of Hugo and others, 
Planche wrote that the disillusioned public of his own 
day had no need of these perfect heroes but wanted to 
see the Greeks and Romans as ordinary human beings, 
creatures of flesh and blood and not as statues come to 
life.(6l) This again was not a demand for realism as
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such but a plea for a re-thinking of the essential 
qualities of the people of antiquity which would reveal 
that human nature had changed little over the centuries.
Instead of choosing David's outmoded work as his 
target, Planche focused his attention on the paintings 
of Leopold Robert, David's pupil, who was still alive 
and active when Planche began his career. He was a 
highly popular artist whom, as we have seen, was praised 
by Delecluze as the most gifted defender of the Homeric 
system of his day.
Guizot had criticized David for his failure to 
realise that statues depicted a pose while paintings 
showed an action. Sculptures were admired mainly for 
their beauty and expression other than the expression of 
tranquility or melancholy was not attractive in them, 
since facial expressions and gestures were easier to 
capture in painting of an action involving several 
figures communicating with each other. Guizot maintained 
that David's figures looked posed and theatrical because 
he was in the habit of copying statues.
Stendhal agreed with this view, adding that David, 
and to an even greater extent his followers, were 
completely incapable of capturing the expression of 
human feeling. Planche, who saw this type of expression 
as the true aim of painting, was persuaded by these 
arguments. He evidently felt that Leopold Robert's works
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displayed the faults of Delecluze's Homeric system as 
well as those of the realism which Stendhal sought in 
painting. According to Planche, Leopold Robert chose his 
subject matter from the world around him and depicted it 
according to the rules he had learned in David's 
workshop. Living in Italy, he took no part in the
fruitless quarrels between the Schools. For the same 
reason, his drawing and colours had become hard and
monotonous. Italian art was long dead and Robert was 
working in isolation, unable to compare his work with 
that of his contemporaries.(62)
Planche was as aware as Delecluze that the figures 
in Leopold Robert's work were portrayals of rustic types 
seen in Italy. However, he did not admire the painter's 
attempts to render them so that they might be admired 
for their beauty and simple dignity. He accused Robert 
of copying his sketches from life, or perhaps memory, 
without attempting to create a new, powerful, unified 
scene. When his paintings did possess unity it was 
because Robert had seen it in a real-life scene.
However, this effect was very rare in his paintings and
his figures therefore seemed neither to communicate 
meaning or form part of a coherent action in most of his 
works. Like the figures in David's paintings they merely 
posed for the viewer, who could see the actors in a 
drama, but not the drama itself.(63) Delacroix
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expressed the same views on the exact copying of scenes 
from life. Like Planche, he relied on the passage of 
time and failing memory to be able to use his sketches 
for a work of art which revealed the poetic and moving 
side of reality.(64)
Planche introduced the ideas of unite poetique and 
unite pittoresque, which he probably based on Dubos' 
composition poetique and composition pittoresque, the 
first referring to the arrangement of the figures around 
a protagonist, according to their role in the scene, the 
second to a means of leading the viewer' s eye to the 
protagonist. He found neither of these unities in 
David's works or in most of Robert's.(65) The individual 
figures in their paintings could be admired for their 
perfection, but the paintings themselves did not form a 
dramatic, expressive whole. Planche not only considered 
David and Robert to be theatrical painters but he also 
regarded Delaroche's Execution of Lady Jane Grey as 
theatrical,(66) since it showed only a series of figures 
next to each other as if on a stage. The scene did not 
express a single, obvious meaning but could be 
interpreted in various ways. Delaroche had been more 
interested in historical costumes than in the convincing 
interaction of the figures.
Like Delaroche and the realistic landscape 
painters, whose work Planche contrasted to that of Paul
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Huet, Robert had never been an inventor. He had not been 
able to develop his paintings beyond the stage of his 
first drawings from nature. It seems that for Planche a 
Homeric artist could work on the same pedestrian level 
as a painter of realistic landscapes or a patent juste- 
milieu painter like Delaroche. Both the Homeric School 
and the juste-milieu were theatrical. Whether one copied 
statues or scenes from real life seems to have made no 
difference in Planche's view. The really great artists 
were those capable of invention. They worked on a level 
where the conflicts between the different Schools of 
painting were no longer of overriding importance. Gros, 
Delacroix, even Ingres in his best moments, never copied 
from life or from works of art from the past but 
interpreted the two, making them serve their personal 
aims and their quest for dramatic unity.
Planche did not agree with Quatremere de Quincy or 
Delecluze that modern peinture d'expression could not 
communicate the underlying meaning of a scene. He 
believed that the great dramas of human life and history 
should inspire the history painter to dramatic 
paintings. A work would become theatrical only if the 
artist was unable to distil the deeper meaning from his 
subject-matter and give his works a unity which would 
enhance the expression of this deeper sense. Quatremere 
de Quincy and Delecluze, in contrast, had thought that
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modern history painting was almost inevitably 
theatrical, because artists used exaggerated gesture in 
a desperate attempt to be expressive, although there was 
no longer a universally understood beau moral. They felt 
that art should use simple forms to express simple ideas 
which were universally understood. Planche argued that a 
great artist like Delacroix, with a powerful gift for 
invention, could use his talent to give lasting 
significance and meaning to subjects which would not be 
immediately recognized and understood when seen in a 
painting.
In his view, Shakespeare had captured all the 
complexity, variety and colour of modern life, while 
still being able to subject these qualities to the 
unifying effect of the one idea which they expressed. 
His work was the highest standard for artists who wanted 
to express the drama and meaning of human life. By 
copying his example they could uplift their audiences 
without taking recourse to religious messages that 
neither they nor their public any longer understood, or 
having to subject themselves completely to the political 
requirements of the regime under which they lived. After 
all, Delacroix had managed to accept commissions from 
the July Monarchy whilst at the same time demonstrating 
that his art could reach a level of perfection far 
beyond that achieved by those prepared to become
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obedient servants of the regime. Vernet's The Duke of
Orleans Proceeds to the Hotel the Ville was to Planche 
the perfect demonstration of the lack of quality and 
drama in these painters' works, as indeed were almost 
all other paintings in Louis-Philippe's Museum.
Conclusion
Planche was a classicist but one of a completely 
different temperament than Delecluze, whose work we have 
also examined. Although he was no supporter of the July 
Monarchy and its regime, he was far more prepared than 
his older fellow-critic to accept the changes which had 
taken place in European art and culture since the 
sixteenth century. He observed that later artists and 
writers had more examples and superior technique at 
their disposal than those of the Renaissance and 
classical antiquity. If studied properly these could 
enrich the nineteenth-century French school. However, 
they should never be cultivated for their own sake 
because this would result in art losing its intellectual 
value.
Delecluze's standards were based on only one 
current in art, the one which David had established, 
whereas Planche could accept almost every direction 
except David's School, the juste-milieu and the
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Romanticism of Victor Hugo and his followers. He 
considered the former to be theatrical because of the 
importance it attached to the imitation of classical 
statues, a view which was adopted from Guizot and 
Stendhal. He saw in David's work, the juste milieu and 
the works of Hugo a superficiality and an inability to 
express a clear, elevated idea.
Planche firmly believed that modern history 
painting had great potential, if only artists would 
observe the rules set out by the French theorists of the 
eighteenth century. Hierarchical grouping, the 
discerning use of gesture and peinture d'expression, 
light and shade, would help them to make their ideas 
clear to their viewers. He did not believe, like 
Delecluze, that the religious art of the Renaissance had 
been the last truly great art the world had known. His 
preoccupation was mainly with the history painter's 
ability to portray the inner life of the figures in his 
works. Unlike Delecluze he did not see the depiction of 
human passion as necessarily theatrical and banal.
Artists and writers could win over Planche by 
demonstrating an understanding of human passion and 
emotion. As long as this quality was present in their 
work and reason guided their hand he could accept poems 
and paintings from artists who belonged to widely 
differing directions. Artists like Hugo who in Planche's
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view failed on these two counts would be harshly 
criticized.
Planche's indulgent attitude towards artists like 
Delacroix who showed a willingness to experiment, 
combined with his strictness on the validity of rules in 
art, made him hard to place and to understand. He could 
obviously not be bracketed with incurable conservatives 
like Delecluze but neither was he a whole-hearted 
advocate of new directions in art. This would 
conventionally leave only the juste-milieu movement, but 
he despised Delaroche and Delavigne, its two heroes who 
both enjoyed public favour for a long time. Planche's 
brand of classicism was entirely his own and he made 
good use of it. Whilst accepting the irrevocability of 
change, he offered artists a standard to uphold and so 
gradually to work towards the level of the truly great 
artists and writers of the past.
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